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A grounded theory research study employing network analysis as a means of 
facilitating the latter stages of the coding process was conducted at a selective university 
that competes at the highest level of college football. The purpose of the study was to 
develop a better understanding of how interactive dynamics and controlling mechanisms, 
such as NCAA eligibility standards, influence the academic experience of college 
football student-athletes. The study resulted in the development of a model that depicted 
the college football student-athlete’s academic experience along a path of engagement 
that is influenced by dynamics and processes over the course of his college career. 
The college football student-athlete is one of the most recognizable students on 
campus. He represents his classmates on the football field, but his academic experience is 
nothing like that of his classmates. Influenced by less than adequate pre-college academic 
preparation and pressures associated with being a college football player, he defines his 
academic experience by how he engages in it. For most college football student-athletes, 
the academic experience is dependent on the support of the athletic culture. For some, the 
academic experience is more independent of the athletic culture as the student-athlete 
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Student-athletes experience college in ways that differ from students in the 
general student-body. This is particularly true of student-athletes in high profile sports, 
such as football, where they are often highly recognizable in the classroom because of 
results on the field or court. Athletic competition is result-oriented, especially at the level 
of intercollegiate sport. Wins and losses become why the game is played and often 
overshadow how the game is played. Not much has changed with respect to this 
perspective of intercollegiate athletics over the past century (Thelin, 1994). America is a 
Sports Center society, in which the highlights and results are more important than the 
experience of playing the game. 
Statement of the Problem 
The student-athlete experience is often misunderstood on university campuses 
where intercollegiate competition frequently defines how students, alumni, and outsiders 
identify with an institution. The focus is typically on athletic performance and academic 
outcomes. Student-athletes are judged on their ability to make it to the National Football 
League (NFL) or graduate and get high-paying jobs. For the students, who are also 
athletes, the college student-athlete’s experience is much more than the outcomes that the 
athletic and academic cultures would hold up as defining that experience (Astin, 1993, 
p.12). It is a balancing act, in which he or she is pulled in opposite directions by multiple 





Contributing to the misunderstanding of the student-athlete experience is the 
inability of traditional models of the college student experience (Tinto, 1975; Astin, 
1993) to apply to the student-athlete experience. Traditional models are compromised as 
forces, such as the National Collegiate Athletic Association’s (NCAA) progress toward 
degree guidelines and other athletic eligibility requirements, mandate controls be placed 
on the student-athlete’s experience. 
Statement of Purpose 
Critical scholars who study the college student-athlete experience have defined it 
as being anti-academic (Shulman & Bowen, 2001), overly commercialized (Sperber, 
2000), and exploitive (Sack & Staurowsky, 1998). While these perspectives are important 
to understanding the college student-athlete experience, they fail to explain it completely. 
Missing from the understanding generated by these perspectives is the perspective of the 
student-athlete. Critical scholars have used selected quotes from student-athletes to 
fortify the scholar’s perspective, but few, if any, have focused a study on the student-
athlete’s perspective of the their college experience. This study was designed to do just 
that. 
Specifically, this study was designed to model the college academic experience 
from the perspective of the college football student-athlete. Its purpose was to develop a 
better understanding of how interactive dynamics and controlling mechanisms, such as 
NCAA eligibility standards, influence the academic experience of college football 






Definition of Terms 
 The following definitions are used throughout this study: 
Agents: the primary actors within a network. In this study, college football student-
athletes serve as the agents in the networks that are being analyzed. These individuals 
will also be referred to as the participants. 
Entity: A who, what, where, how, why, or thing that is being studied such as people, 
agents, influences, beliefs, pressures, resources, tasks, goals, or locations (Carley, 2010).  
Network: The representation of a set of entities of one type and the links of one type 
between them (Carley, 2010).  
Meta-network: The representation of a collection of networks (Carley, 2010). 
Complexity: A very complex, dynamic order, the trajectory of which cannot be predicted; 
the science of complex order. 
Bowl Championship Series (BCS): A collection of 66 schools competing at the highest 
level of intercollegiate football. 
Distinct groups: Clusters of agents with more relationships within the group than outside 
of it. 
Critical agents: Agents who are identified as informal leaders because they have the 
greatest number of relationships in the network and are thereby positioned to “access 
ideas, thoughts, and beliefs of others”, are well connected to highly influential agents 
outside of the group, are “positioned to broker connections between groups and to bring 
to bear the influence of one group on another”, or are positioned in such a way within the 






The following question directed this study: How do the interactions of student-
athletes, academically-related beliefs, perceived pressures, institutional agents and 
entities, etc. influence the college football student-athlete’s academic experience? 
Supporting questions were:  
1. What distinct groups, related to the college football student-athlete’s academic 
experience, are found within the football meta-network (collection of 
networks)? 
2. How does the football student-athlete’s dynamic network of relationships 
influence his academic performance? 
3. How do interactive dynamics influence the beliefs of football student-
athletes? 
4. Who are the critical agents within the football student-athlete meta-network? 
5. How would the football student-athlete meta-network change if certain actions 
(i.e. remediation or removal of critical agents) were taken to influence the 
meta-network’s belief structure? 
 
Research Methods 
 Qualitative methodology is employed in studies where the intent of the researcher 
is to explore the depths of a phenomenon in search for new understanding. It is especially 
adept at working with the complexities of social realities (Schram, 2006, p.7). 
Appropriately, this study employed the grounded theory tradition of qualitative inquiry to 





the college football student-athlete. The methods of data collection and data analysis 
were consistent with those developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). 
Data Collection 
 Football student-athletes at a public university competing at the highest level of 
intercollegiate competition constitute the primary agents in the network that participated 
in this study. Information pertaining to agent attributes, agent interactions, influences, 
resources, pressures, goals, tasks, locations of academic engagement, and beliefs were 
collected to generate a meta-network that could be analyzed to better understand the 
college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
 This study consisted of multiple methods of data collection. First, institutional 
documents and publications were utilized to collect descriptive data for the purpose of 
theoretical sampling and enhancing the density of major categories. Second, structured 
interviews, including an open-ended questionnaire, were administered to a theoretical 
sample of 15 football student-athletes. Third, a questionnaire employing the categories 
garnered from the interview stage of data collection, along with predetermined categories 
derived from the literature, was administered to all 112 members of the football team. 
Fourth, member-checks were conducted following the development of a model of the 
football student-athlete’s college experience. 
Data Analysis 
 Data collected in this study was subjected to multiple sources of analysis 
conducted in multiple stages. The sources of analysis included basic coding processes 





produced by the Organizational Risk Analyzer (ORA) toolkit. There were two stages of 
analysis: one following the structured interviews and the other following administration 
of the questionnaire. The first stage employed primarily grounded theory techniques, 
whereas the second stage employed grounded theory techniques aided by the ORA 
toolkit. In both stages, data was broken down into concepts and reassembled into 
categories. Following the second stage, the data was integrated into a model of the 
college football student-athlete’s academic experience. Analysis throughout the study 
was aided by the relevant literature. 
Relevant Literature 
Qualitative research is sensitive to the specific context in which phenomena occur 
(Schram, 2006, p.9). In the paradigm set forth in grounded theory, this is done by 
identifying the conditions in which phenomena are embedded (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, 
p.128). In this study, those conditions were defined with respect to intercollegiate 
athletics, college student development, and the complexity of interactions. A review of 
the literature in these three areas was conducted to achieve the following relative to the 
conduct of this study:  
1. Establish the context and boundaries for the exploration of college football 
student-athletes and their academic experiences;  
2. Enhance sensitivity “as to what to look for in the data” and assist in the generation 
of interview and survey questions (Strauss & Corbin, p.50, 1998);  





4. Develop a lens to aid in the understanding of processes within the college football 
student-athlete’s academic experience and objectively analyze the data collected. 
Intercollegiate Athletics 
The setting for this study was a university with a football program that competes 
at the Bowl Championship Series (BCS) level. It is in this setting where critical scholars 
have noted a divide between the athletic and academic pursuits of student-athletes 
(Shulman & Bowen, 2001) and the universities that they attend (Sperber, 2000). There 
appears to be a culture associated with participation in intercollegiate athletics that 
diminishes the academic performance of the participating students. Shulman and Bowen 
(2001) found the following to be true regarding the college academic performance of 
student-athletes while controlling for variance in pre-college academic performance: 
1. Student-athletes perform worse, academically, than their collegiate peers; 
2. Student-athletes perform worse, academically, than they did prior to college; and 
3. Student-athletes in high profile sports (i.e. football and basketball) are the most 
likely to have poor academic performance relative to their peers and their pre-
college selves (p.65). 
They attribute the poor academic performance of student-athletes to a unique “athletic 
culture” that diminishes the importance of academics, as student-athletes tend to 
influence each other greatly, resulting in similar performance and choices academically 
(Shulman & Bowen, 2001, p.74/82).  
Edgar Schein (2004) describes culture as an “abstraction” that is dynamically 





power to create forces that can take an organization in seemingly uncontrollable 
directions if it is not understood. 
 Elements of a unique culture within intercollegiate athletics have been evident 
throughout the auxiliary unit’s existence as an island in the landscape of American higher 
education. Thelin (1994) offers an in depth analysis of four seminal works (the Carnegie 
Report of 1929, the President’s Report for the American Council on Education’s report of 
1952, George Hanford’s 1974 report to the American Council on Education, and Knight 
Foundation Commission report of 1991)  that offered critiques of an apparently nebulous 
relationship between athletics and academics within higher education. Each presents a 
contemporaneous snapshot of the state of athletics within higher education and decries 
the over-commercialization of college sport and the creation of an academically 
underperforming sub-culture within the general student body.  
The College Student Experience 
While the athletic culture described in the literature certainly presented 
ramifications for the context of this study, so do the academic and social cultures 
embedded within a university. Over the last 60 years, the changes in American higher 
education have been remarkable. Access to higher education became a priority of 
colleges and universities, as many made commitments to diversity and equal opportunity 
as a means to eliminate the exclusivity that had previously defined the academy (Cohen, 
1998). As the country’s economic landscape shifted following World War II, the value of 





increased, the college academic experience and the outcomes it produces became a focal 
point for scholarly research. 
Some scholars have posited that college outcomes are based less on within college 
effects than they are on the selection of students by college admissions offices (Feldman, 
1972). Others, however, indicate that changes in students are evident in multiple areas 
and in significant ways (Astin, 1993). While there may be some debate on the derivation 
of college outcomes, theoretical models have typically included both, pre-college and 
within-college effects, in their attempts to explain the college student’s academic 
experience (Tinto, 1975; Astin, 1993). An extensive review of the literature on college 
student development has made one thing clear: students experience college in different 
ways (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  
The college student’s experience is predicated on the student’s social and 
academic interactions (Tinto, 1975) and the overall context in which those interactions 
take place (Feldman & Newcomb, 1994). The complexities of the college student’s 
academic experience must be uncovered before it can be understood. Studies have often 
focused on the experiences of specific subcultures of students within higher education 
(Attanasi, 1989; Davis, 1995; Kuo, 2001), thereby exposing the complexity of the 
experiences. This study followed with a similar focus on the college subculture of 
football student-athletes.  
Complexity 
 Complexity is a scientific perspective that has been formalized in the conceptual 





leadership theory (CLT) in the social sciences (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). It 
is useful for uncovering the interactive dynamics within complex adaptive systems from 
which order and other outcomes emerge. From the complexity perspective, order and 
other outcomes develop as interactive dynamics cause systems to gravitate toward 
various attractors, or relatively specific patterns of change (Vallacher & Nowak, 2008, 
p.54). 
 Complexity recognizes a design paradox within social organizations, as leadership 
struggles with needs to stimulate emergent action and to maintain control through 
bureaucratic structure (Schreiber & Carley, 2008). In recognition of this paradox, CLT 
encompasses three types of leadership (adaptive, enabling, and administrative) that are 
necessary to effectively influence a complex organization with a bureaucratic structure 
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Instead of controlling informal interactions and aligning them 
with formal goals, it seeks to enable informal interactions to influence the formal 
direction of the organization. 
 As this study attempted to work through the complexities of football student-
athlete interactions toward a better understanding of the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience, qualitative inquiry naturally supports the employment of CLT’s 
tenets. Its multiple functions of leadership allow for the illumination of multiple 






Limitations of the Study 
 This study analyzed the networks of a single intercollegiate football program. 
While it may have implications for leadership of similar programs, the entities of agents, 
influences, resources, pressures, goals, tasks, locations, and beliefs and the relationships 
among these entities are specific to the networks being analyzed. As such, the 
generalizability of the findings may be limited. 
 This study represents the conditions of this football team and its meta-network at 
a single point in time. CLT recognizes that complex adaptive systems (CAS) “generate 
largely unpredictable outcomes” as a result of the complex nature of the mechanisms and 
adaptive behavior that influence change within them (Marion, 2008). The current study 
seeks to better understand the intercollegiate football program as a CAS, while 
developing a model of the football student-athlete’s college experience that reveals 
implications for leadership but stops short of predicting outcomes. 
Significance of the Study 
 Strauss and Corbin (1998) indicate that “most researchers using [grounded theory] 
probably hope that their work has direct or potential relevance for both nonacademic and 
academic audiences” (p.6). That was certainly the intent of this study, as both audiences 
may be able to directly enhance the academic experiences of college football student-
athletes. 
This study is significant on theoretical and practical levels. On the theoretical 
front, it offers new understanding of the college football student-athlete’s academic 





paradigm (CLT) for exploring college athletics and student experiences in the complex 
adaptive system of American higher education. 
 On the practical front, this study presents student-athlete perceptions of their 
academic experience to be understood in organization and policy development. The 
administrative leaders of any organization are challenged to consider the realities of 
organizational members, if they are to lead effectively (Hanson, 2009). 
Organization of the Study 
 There are five chapters to this study. The first chapter provides the background 
and purpose leading to the study of the college football student-athlete’s academic 
experience. It also provides an overview of the research questions, methodology, relevant 
literature, limitations, and significance of this study.  
The second chapter presents a review of the relevant literature. Included in the 
review are the topics of intercollegiate athletics, the college student experience, and 
complexity. The chapter also synthesizes the review and describes its application in this 
study.  
The third chapter presents the methodology applied in this study. It describes the 
research questions, a review of the traditions of inquiry, the research design, the role of 
the researcher, and ethical considerations for this study. Dynamic Network Analysis 
(DNA) is considered within this chapter as a relatively new tradition used to complement 
the overarching grounded research methodology. Also, the research design in this chapter 
includes the data collection, data analysis, data management, and validation procedures 





 The fourth chapter presents the findings of this study. Findings are related to the 
meta-network, individual networks, and distinct groups identified during the conduct of 
this study. Meta-network measures are presented in this chapter to assist in the 
establishment of context for the organization being studied. 
 The fifth chapter presents a synthesized review of the findings and the 
conclusions of this study. It also presents a model of the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience before concluding the study with the implications of the findings 






REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
The purpose of this study is to develop a better understanding of how interactive 
dynamics influence the academic experience of college football student-athletes. Chapter 
II presents a review of the literature employed in the tradition of grounded theory 
research. This review of the literature was used to achieve the following relative to the 
conduct of this study:  
1. Establish the context and boundaries for the exploration of college football 
student-athletes and their academic experiences;  
2. Enhance sensitivity “as to what to look for in the data” and assist in the generation 
of interview and survey questions (Strauss & Corbin, p.50, 1998);  
3. Collect concepts for use in making theoretical comparisons; and 
4. Develop a lens to help understand processes within the college football student-
athlete’s academic experience and objectively analyze the data collected. 
These goals are achieved with a review of three bodies of literature: intercollegiate 
athletics, college student experience, and complexity.  
The review begins with an in depth look at intercollegiate athletics, as I examine 
its historical and present-day contexts and study its significance in the athletic and 
academic experiences of student-athletes. The descriptive data found in this literature 
helps establish the broader context of the study and boundaries of the participants’ 
network (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.37). The findings presented in this literature also 





concepts for theoretical comparisons, and previous perspectives on the student-athlete 
experience. 
 Next, the review of the college student experience literature examines findings 
specific to academic experiences. This examination further defines the context of the 
study and boundaries of the student-athlete network as it relates to academic culture. The 
concepts mined from this review are used to inspire the questions employed to extract 
data and make comparisons to that data to insure that participant realities are reflected in 
it. These concepts include multiple perspectives on the college student experience that 
assisted in the objective analysis of the data collected. 
Finally, a review of complexity literature introduces a new paradigm to academic 
and athletic leadership. Complexity is a newly developing concept in the field of 
organizational theory that has evolved out of the biological, physical, and mathematical 
sciences. It will be applied as a theoretical lens, through which the college football 
student-athlete’s academic experience is seen for the first time. 
Intercollegiate Athletics 
 This section of the literature review examines the context in which college 
football student-athletes experience college. This review focuses on historical and current 
scholarly perspectives of intercollegiate athletics and examines the interactive elements 






The Context of the Student-Athlete’s Academic Experience 
The concept of the “student-athlete” was developed by the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA) in an attempt to add legitimacy to college athletes within 
the academic environment of higher education (McCormick & McCormick, 2006). The 
term covers a broad range of college students competing in intercollegiate athletics at a 
broad range of schools. The most visible student-athletes compete in the high profile 
sports of football and men’s basketball at the highest level of NCAA competition. These 
sports are the impetus behind enormous television contracts (Mandel, 2009; Sandomir, 
2009) that lead to the aforementioned exposure of high profile student-athletes.  
There are over 120 schools competing at the highest level of NCAA football. This 
level, known as the Division I-FBS (Football Bowl Subdivision), is divided in half, as an 
association of 66 of the most profitable football programs has agreed to send their 
champions to the most lucrative bowls. This association is known as the Bowl 
Championship Series (BCS). The schools competing in the BCS are highly committed to 
providing successful football programs and recruiting the most athletically talented 
student-athletes. They are also highly susceptible to scrutiny from faculty and scholars 
who find the role of athletics in higher education to be peculiar (Chu, 1989). 
Perspectives of Intercollegiate Athletics 
Since the early 20th century (Thelin, 1994) there have been calls for academic 
reform within intercollegiate athletics, with most being directed at college football. The 
1929 Carnegie Report (Savage, 1929) was the first to point out the commercial forces 





by student-athletes.  During the first half of the 20th century, it was not uncommon for 
student-athletes to attend multiple institutions, representing each on the field of 
competition, while attending few, if any, classes. In 1955 the NCAA, under the direction 
of Walter Byers, took on the role of rule enforcer (Byers & Hammer, 1995). Schools that 
were paying student-athletes to perform for their teams would face significant penalties, 
which could limit a program’s ability to compete (Yaeger, 1991). Despite the NCAA’s 
tighter controls that were intended to legitimize the student-athlete within the academic 
context of the institution, criticism of intercollegiate athletics and calls for further reform 
continued into the 21st century.  
James Shulman and William Bowen co-authored the seminal work on 
intercollegiate athletics. The Game of Life (2001) compared student-athletes from three 
cohorts (1951, 1976, and 1989) at 30 institutions, eight of which are members of the 
Bowl Championship Series (BCS). Their findings lamented the growing gap in entering 
academic credentials (SAT scores, parental education), academic experiences 
(recruitment, choice of major), and academic outcomes (GPA, graduation rate, earning 
advanced degrees) between student-athletes and the general student body. Feeding off 
this and prior studies on the role of athletics in higher education, several advocacy 
groups, such as the Knight Commission (2009), the Drake Group (2009), and the 
Coalition on Intercollegiate Athletics (COIA, 2009), are presently leading calls for 
reform of the ways that student-athletes, coaches, and university administrators view 







 In 2004, the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) decided to provide 
an association-wide response to the many calls for reform by implementing a new 
program to monitor the academic performance of student-athletes and hold institutions 
and individual athletic teams accountable for that performance. In doing so, the NCAA 
sought to play on the commercial forces that feed the athletic culture and motivate leaders 
of intercollegiate athletics. Failure to meet the academic thresholds developed by the 
NCAA can put a program in jeopardy of losing scholarships, eligibility for post-season 
competition, and the resulting media exposure and financial windfall (NCAA, 2009).  
Persistence and progress toward degree are the primary outcomes measured by 
the NCAA. This practice is consistent with the many scholars (Tinto, 1975; Amaker, 
1999; Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992; Braxton, Vesper, & Hossler, 1995; 
Hu & St. John, 2001; Elkins, Braxton & James, 2000) who consider persistence from one 
year to the next a suitable measure of academic success. Nevertheless, critics of the 
NCAA’s academic performance program worry that measuring student-athlete academic 
performance with different standards than those used for the general student body will 
only lead to greater differences between the academic experiences of football student-
athletes and those of their peers in the general student body (Lederman, 2005). 
Athletic Culture 
Commercial forces have been identified as being significantly influential on 
leadership decisions and the student-athlete culture in higher education (Sperber, 2000; 





with high profile college athletics place significant pressures on leaders in higher 
education to develop successful athletic programs, often at the expense of academic 
integrity (Sperber, 2000). Rishe (2003) found that these pressures also affect student-
athletes. These forces shape an athletic culture (Shulman & Bowen, 2001) that appears to 
envelop football student-athletes and make there college experiences significantly 
different from those of their peers in the general student body. 
 Shulman and Bowen (2001) argue that it is a distinct athletic culture that causes 
the experiences of student-athletes and traditional students to diverge. The athletic culture 
leads to academic underperformance, a reduced likelihood of earning an advanced 
degree, a high concentration of student-athletes in certain fields of study, and a higher 
perception of personal leadership skills. 
Lee (1999) defines culture as the norms and values that drive behavior, which 
may compete with other cultures for desired outcomes. The athletic culture serves as an 
overarching influence on the college experiences of student-athletes. Jones (2001) argues 
that failure to break through the bonds of the athletic culture and develop an 
understanding of the norms and expectations of the academic culture is detrimental to the 
student-athlete’s adjustment to university life. Nevertheless, the athletic culture is 
apparent in interactions during the recruiting process prior to enrollment and in the nature 
of their many academic interactions after enrollment. 
Interactions and the Football Student-Athlete’s Academic Experience 
Prior to enrolling at a university, a football student-athlete has typically gone 





having the student-athlete choose their school. A likely result of this process is that most 
student-athletes identify the coach as the most important influence in their choice of 
schools (Mathes & Gurney, 1985; Adler & Adler, 1991; Letawsky, Schneider, Pedersen, 
& Palmer, 2003). Many football student-athletes say they would not have attended 
college had they not been recruited (Hyatt, 2003). Decisions to attend are often made by 
student-athletes based on promises made by coaches regarding playing time, the coach’s 
presence throughout the student-athlete’s college career, or off-the-field support 
(Ornstein, 1996). It is during the recruiting process that the foundational elements of the 
athletic culture (i.e. focus on athletic over academic goals, dependency on athletic 
support programs, neglect of classmate and faculty interactions) are laid.   
Academic Interactions with Classmates and Faculty 
 When the recruiting process ends and college life begins, the football student-
athlete is forced to transition into an environment where the coach (the reason for the 
football student-athlete’s attendance) has shifted his attention to the next recruiting 
season (Person & LeNoir, 1997). The pressures experienced from this isolation can be 
compounded by the realization that others on campus (i.e. classmates and faculty) view 
football student-athletes as “dumb jocks” (Funk, 1991). The student-athlete may find 
support in his interactions with teammates, but the potential lack of involvement with 
peers and faculty within the academic culture can threaten his chances for academic 
success (Hyatt, 2003). Athletic participation can isolate students from the peer group 






Academic Interactions for African American Student-Athletes  
The academic pressures faced by African American football student-athletes have 
been found to be greater than those of their White teammates. Whereas their teammates 
have to deal with the “dumb jock” stereotype, African American football student-athletes 
are forced to “negotiate the dualism” of being “student-athletes and Black men” (Person 
& LeNoir, 1997, p.81). These labeling pressures can lead to the development of a low 
academic self-concept. Their ability to recognize and deal with the discrimination is one 
factor that leads to academic success for the African American student-athlete (Sedlacek 
& Gaston, 1992). Additionally, families emphasizing that the only way out of their 
challenging environment is through athletics, not academics, is another obstacle to the 
integration of the African American student-athlete into the academic culture of the 
university (Garrett, 1997). Overall, the literature indicates that the academic experiences 
of African American football student-athletes are likely to look much different than that 
of their White teammates. 
Academic Interactions and Athletic Time Commitments 
 Further exacerbating the challenges facing all football student-athletes in the 
academic environment are the significant time commitments they have to their sports. 
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) suggest it is necessary to examine the time requirements 
of high profile sports “to understand just why football players are not deriving the same 
knowledge acquisition and academic skill benefits from college as other men” (p.128). 
While the NCAA (2009) limits the amount of time that football student-athletes can be 





there is nothing to keep them from engaging athletically on their own. Athletic time 
commitments and exclusive interactions with teammates and athletic staff can lead to an 
academic experience defined by the athletic culture and isolated from the academic 
culture (Hyatt, 2003).  
Academic Interactions and the Student-Athlete Enrichment Program 
For many years, intercollegiate athletic programs have provided academic support 
programs and mentor programs, known collectively as student-athlete enrichment 
programs (SAEPs), to student-athletes to address many of the concerns brought to bear 
by faculty and advocacy groups. McClendon and Flowers (2000) have indicated that the 
use of such programs in general has proven to be quite effective in increasing student 
retention. Nevertheless, some view this type of support as “problematic and counter to 
the Athletic Department’s goal of preparing athletes for the future” (Benford, 2007, p.48). 
Benford (2007) further suggests that paternalistic treatment by SAEPs contributes to the 
athlete’s “learned helplessness” (Seligman & Maier, 1995) and inability to engage the 
academic culture during their college experience. 
Academic Interactions and the Student-Athlete’s Major 
 Academic support from SAEPs is viewed by some faculty as a necessary remedy 
for the special admission of under-prepared student-athletes (Engstrom, Sedlacek, & 
McEwen, 1995). A consequence of special admission and subsequent academic support 
appears to be the enrollment of student-athletes in “easy courses taught by sympathetic 
professors” (Donnor, 2005, p.50). Specially admitted football student-athletes “are 





maintain” (Hyatt, 2003, p.264). Shulman and Bowen (2001) found that universities 
“store” specially admitted student-athletes in majors where difficult courses are not 
required (p.78). Interaction within a major course of study, in which the student-athlete 
has little interest, may lead to greater detachment from the academic culture of the 
university. 
Academic Interaction and Academic Performance 
While Astin (1999) determined that participation in sports, particularly 
intercollegiate sports, has an especially pronounced positive effect on persistence, 
Shulman and Bowen (2001) determined that participation in intercollegiate sports leads 
to a number of different and many negative outcomes. A consensus pervades that there is 
little prospect of serious academic work for students participating in intercollegiate 
athletics (Garrett, 1997). Scholars critically suggest that participation in intercollegiate 
athletic programs, especially in high profile sports such as football, clearly diminishes 
academic performance (Shulman & Bowen, 2001; Roby, 2005). These findings support 
the concept of an athletic culture that is especially pervasive in the lives of student-
athletes participating in football (Shulman & Bowen, 2001). 
Summary 
 There is a consensus among scholars that student-athletes, specifically in the sport 
of football, experience college in significantly different ways than their non-athlete peers 
and their peers participating in other intercollegiate sports (Anaya, 1999; Astin, 1993; 
Pascarella, Bohr, Nora, & Terenzini, 1995; Pascarella, Truckenmiller, Nora, Terenzini, 





review presented relevant findings specifically pertaining to the student-athlete’s 
academic experience and intercollegiate athletics. The context of intercollegiate athletics 
is complete with historical and present-day scholarly perspectives that are primarily 
critical of the role of intercollegiate athletics in the lives of student-athletes and the 
universities they attend. It includes a unique culture that has potential to influence every 
aspect of the football student-athlete’s academic experience. This critical paradigm 
provides a lens through which data in the current study will be analyzed.  
Elements that possibly affect the academic experiences of football student-
athletes were also presented in this review. The student-athletes’ multiple interactions 
with people (coaches, classmates, faculty, teammates, family, advisors), pressures 
(stereotypes, discrimination, time commitments), academic programs (SAEP, majors), 
beliefs (academic self-concept, reputation of the school, reputation of the coach), and 
goals (academic performance) are all potential categories from which a model of the 
college football student-athlete’s academic experience could emerge.  
The College Student Experience 
 
 This section of the literature review is divided into two parts. The first is guided 
by two traditional models of the college student’s experience (Tinto, 1975; Astin, 1993). 
The second explores the literature pertaining to the minority student’s college experience, 
with a primary focus on African American students. This layout allows for an in depth 
look at the interactive elements discussed in the literature during the theoretical stages 
and critical points of the college student’s experience, while also presenting how that 





those identified in the intercollegiate athletics literature, provide the foundation for the 
questionnaires and theoretical comparisons utilized in this study.    
Models of the College Student Experience 
 Models of the traditional student’s college experience have been developed 
(Tinto, 1975; Astin, 1993), utilized in numerous studies on college student persistence, 
and critically assessed as being unable to describe the college experiences of non-
traditional students (Metz, 2002). As they have been employed to describe the college 
experience of students from non-traditional backgrounds, the models have been 
redeveloped to serve as a descriptive model for such non-traditional groups of students as 
two-year college students (Cabrera et al., 1992) and older, part-time, and commuter 
students (Bean & Metzner, 1985). The models conceptualized by Astin (1993) and Tinto 
(1975) serve as the foundation of most studies about the college student experience.   
 Astin (1977, 1993) has developed a relatively simple model that he applies to 
studies of the college student experience. The input-environment-outcome (I-E-O) model 
considers the variables attributable to pre-college and within college experiences of 
students as the primary influences of student outcomes. This model challenges the 
paradigm that all student outcomes are directly attributable to the college experience. It, 
instead, considers how the college experience has enhanced the development of the 
individual as the student’s final status is evaluated in relation to initial status (Astin, 
1993). 
 The model consists of three broad components: inputs, environment, and 





variables include programs, policies, faculty, peers, and educational experiences. 
Outcomes refer to student characteristics after exposure to the college environment. The 
simplistic theoretical structure of Astin’s model allows practitioners to better know “how 
to achieve desired educational outcomes” (Astin, 1993, p.7). 
 While Astin’s model provides practical information to the practitioner, the 
detailed theoretical structure of Tinto’s (1975) model provides “researchers with 
opportunities to study student change and to develop additional models for investigating” 
the college student experience (Metz, 2002, p.7). Both of these models consider pre-
college and within college variables and both scholars have noted the significant 
influence of peers and social groups on the academic performance of students (Tinto, 
1975; Astin, 1993). Tinto, however, is more explicit with respect to how informal social 
interactions fit into the college experience to affect outcomes. 
 Using Durkheim’s theory of suicide and economic cost-benefit analysis as its 
theoretical underpinning, Tinto’s model of student integration seeks to explain academic 
outcomes by focusing on the social and academic interactions of students. His focus on 
social and academic interactions is appropriate for explaining any student experiences 
(Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999). Within this paradigm, Tinto 
suggests that failure to integrate into the culture of the institution may lead to dropout 
from the school, similar to Durkheim’s position that failure to integrate into society may 
lead to suicide.  
  Recognizing the complexity of student decisions to persist, Tinto expands 





cost-benefit analysis, that aid in the prediction of persistence. Critical factors affecting 
student outcomes that are addressed in the model (Tinto, 1975) are found in Table 2.1. 
Table 2.1 
Critical Factors Affecting Student Outcomes 
Critical Factors Examples 
Pre-college inputs Individual characteristics, family, pre-college academic 
preparation, pre-college educational goal commitment, pre-
college institutional commitment 
Academic 
environment 
Major, faculty interactions, support staff interactions 
Social environment Peer relationships, non-academic interactions with faculty, 
administration, and support staff 
Within college 
outputs 
Intra-college educational goal commitment, intra-college 
institutional commitment 
College outcomes Graduation, college grade performance, intellectual 
development 
 
 The model developed herein does not consider outcomes as much as it focuses on 
the nature of the student-athlete’s academic experience. The exploration within this study 
was directed at better understanding what Astin and Tinto would call the “environment” 
for college football student-athletes. 
Pre-college Inputs 
 The purpose of this study is to develop a better understanding of how interactive 
dynamics influence the academic experience of college football student-athletes. Pre-
college student characteristics serve as inputs to the football program’s social networks. 
These inputs include pre-college grades, test scores, goals, values, and beliefs that are the 
results of interactions external to the football program’s social networks. 
 Student entry characteristics affect the level of initial commitment to the 





student whose pre-college grades and test scores do not reflect the values of the 
secondary school’s academic culture is not likely to enter into college with an 
understanding of the college’s academic culture. Such entering values and beliefs about 
the importance of academic work are “a reflection of a multidimensional process of 
interactions between the individual, his family, and his prior experiences in schooling” 
(Tinto, 1975, p.103). Parental encouragement has been found to be of significant 
importance to the student’s transition into the institution (Cabrera et al., 1999). These pre-
college inputs provide a baseline from which the college experience, highlighted by 
academic and social interactions, moves the student in one academic direction or the 
other.  
Academic Environment 
 The academic environment of college consists of a culture that is specific to a 
given institution. This academic culture is thought by many to be most significantly 
shared with students through interactions with faculty members. Student-faculty 
interaction has been found by Astin (1993) to have significant positive correlations with 
every academic attainment outcome including college grade point ratio (GPR) and degree 
attainment. This is also reflected in the conclusions reached by Pascarella and Terenzini 
(2005) that the socialization of students to higher education and the bond between 
students and their institutions are the direct result of student-faculty interaction. Research 
has indicated that if students perceive positive relationships with their professors, then 





Hu (2001) found that the students who were best prepared were more likely to interact 
with faculty and rate those interactions as positive. 
 The academic culture of an institution can also be shared within academic settings 
such as classrooms (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005), group study sessions (Astin, 1993), 
tutor meetings (Astin, 1993), and advisor meetings (Metzner, 1989; Seidman, 1991; 
Peterson, Wagner, & Lamb, 2001). An academic major with which a student expresses 
significant interest has also been found to provide a significant avenue into the academic 
culture and into academic success within an institution (Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, & 
Elliot, 2002). The choice of an academic major has been found to be significantly 
affected by the dominant interests or values of the peer group (Astin, 1993).  
 Another element of the college student’s academic network includes the facilities 
in which academic interactions occur. Heilweil (1973) and Schroeder (1980) specifically 
consider the affect of the physical environment in which college students live in 
determining how behavior is shaped. These studies suggest that the location of facilities 
and their ability to limit or encourage academic activities (i.e. studying, attending class, 
meeting with tutors, advisors, and professors) can have an impact on academic 
performance. Astin (1993) also asserts that the academic experience is enhanced by such 
things as living on campus and full-time attendance because the student is able to spend 
more time and energy in the academic environment. 
 While interactions with faculty tend to lead to positive academic outcomes, and 
group study sessions, tutor meetings, advisor meetings, academic major, and physical 





provides the “most potent source of influence” on the college student’s academic 
experience and immersion into the institution’s academic culture (Astin, 1993, p.318). 
Astin (1993) characterizes actions, such as, “discussing course content with other 
students, working on group projects for classes, tutoring other students, participating in 
intramural sports, being a member of a social fraternity or sorority, discussing racial or 
ethnic issues, socializing with someone from a different racial or ethnic group, 
participating in a campus protest, being elected to a student office, and hours per week 
spent in socializing or in student clubs or organizations,” as student-to-student interaction 
(p.385). Research suggests that student-to-student interaction may have greater influence 
than the student’s formal classroom experience on cognitive growth and development 
(Astin, 1993; Terenzini, Springer, Pascarella, & Nora, 1995; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, 
Pascarella, & Nora, 1994) and the student’s academic commitment (Astin, 1993; 
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 
Social Environment 
 Student-to-student interaction may occur within classrooms, group sessions, and 
other academic settings, but is just as likely, if not more likely, to occur outside the 
academic environment. The social environment of college can have significant influence 
on the academic production of students, as many scholars have concluded that the impact 
of peers on student learning can also be found in less formal social and extracurricular 
activities (Baxter Magolda, 1992; Kuh, 1995; Lamport, 1994; Terenzini, Pascarella, & 
Bliming, 1996). Through the norms and expectations of group members, peer groups are 





 Astin (1993) defines a peer group as “any group of individuals in which the 
members identify, affiliate with, and seek acceptance and approval from each other” 
(p.401). In variables such as academic major, residence, and classrooms, students are 
surrounded by peers with whom they can identify. The peer groups that have the greatest 
influence are those with which the student most strongly identifies (Astin, 1993). An 
individual typically accepts the values and attitudes present in his or her environment 
(Phinney, 1996), which is evident in college as students “tend to change their values, 
behavior, and academic plans in the direction of the dominant orientation of their peer 
group” (Astin, 1993, p.363). Those students who “exhibit beliefs and behaviors that are at 
variance with peer group norms will be more likely to leave that peer group than will 
students whose beliefs and behavior are consistent with peer group norms” (Astin, 1993, 
p.402). 
Within College Outputs 
 The literature highlights several resources and characteristics that either influence 
the social and academic environments or reflect the student’s integration into each 
environment. Beliefs and values are presumed to be affected by a student’s experiences 
with the different components of an institution (Cabrera et al., 1992). As Astin (1993) 
noted, beliefs and values are significantly affected by the dominant peer group. Other 
components within an institution include housing (Astin, 1993), academic programs 
(Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; Smart, Feldman, & Ethington, 2000), and academic 
support programs (Astin, 1999). These components appear to serve as vehicles for social 





 As a student goes through college and various types of integration occur, changes 
take place. Tinto’s (1975) model depicts how as students are integrated into the social 
and academic cultures their commitment to the institution and to the completion of 
academic goals is strengthened. Along the same lines, a student’s academic self-concept, 
which correlates with the student’s perception of personal academic abilities compared to 
his/her perceived abilities of classmates, develops during college (Cokley, 2000). The 
college student’s academic self-concept has been found to influence the attention the 
student gives to academic goals (Rowser, 1997). 
College Outcomes 
 The college student’s institutional commitment, academic goal commitment, and 
academic self-concept possess the potential to change according to Tinto’s (1975) model. 
On the front end, they serve as inputs to the social and academic interactions in which 
students engage. On the back end, they appear to serve as precursors to the college 
outcomes of grades, cognitive development, degree completion, and job attainment. The 
literature indicates that there is a measure of interdependence among these outcomes. 
Both grades and cognitive development provide measurements of academic integration, 
which results in persistence and ultimately degree completion (Tinto, 1975).  
 While they do not necessarily measure learning or development, grades are 
indicative of a student’s acclimation to the social and academic norms of a college 
(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Grades provide the most visible measure of academic 





standards of the academic system” and assimilation into the academic culture (Tinto, 
1975, p.104; Spady, 1970). 
The African American College Student Experience 
 American higher education has expanded significantly over the past 60 years, and 
the student body has become more diverse as universities have tried to “break down all 
academic, attitudinal, and economic barriers” (Cohen, 1998, p.197). The inability of any 
one model to capture the essence of every student’s college experience is a result of this 
trend. Scholars have attempted to address this issue with explorations focused on the 
experiences of students from specific backgrounds.  
Attanasi (1998) employed a grounded theory approach to studying the 
experiences of Mexican American college students, in which he determined that the 
biggest challenges for these students were their behaviors and attitudes prior to college 
and their unfamiliarity with college culture after entering college. In a similar fashion to 
Attanasi’s approach, Kuo (2001) studied the experiences of Asian American college 
students. She found that stereotypical labeling by classmates and faculty made it difficult 
for these students to adjust to the college culture. Sharing this experience with other 
Asian Americans became a valuable part of the students’ integration into the university. 
Davis (1995) also conducted a grounded theory research study, as she explored the 
“Black” student experience at Syracuse University. She found that an early transition 
program, socializing with other Black students, and facing stereotypes and discrimination 






Each of these studies provides a degree of theoretical introspection with respect to 
the student-athlete’s college experience. The African American student experience 
defined in the Davis study, and others, is especially significant to this study because over 
half of the student population being studied herein is African American. African 
American students struggle to adjust to life at predominantly White institutions in part 
because they generally lack an understanding of the expected conventions of academic 
culture (Jones, 2001). Also, they are more likely to experience admission barriers, 
discrimination, and stereotypes than are traditional White students. These experiences, 
along with others unique to the African American student’s education, uniquely shape the 
student’s aspirations and self-concept. 
 African American students continue to be excluded from predominantly White 
institutions because, in part, institutional policies, federal and state legislations, and 
judicial remedies have failed to align into a consistent effort to correct the effects of the 
historical segregation of higher education (Brown, 2000). Highly selective institutions are 
relatively inaccessible to African Americans. The elimination of affirmative action 
policies plus the escalating costs of higher education create even greater barriers for these 
groups of potential students (Astin, 1993).  
In addition to the social isolation caused by a limited within college social 
network, African American students at predominantly White institutions confront 
significantly more dissatisfaction and overt racism than their counterparts at historically 
Black colleges and universities (Watson, Terrell, Wright, & Associates, 2002). Cabrera 





environment have a significant negative effect on the academic performance of African-
American students. Additionally, student perceptions that prejudice exists on campus lead 
to negative effects on student persistence (Nora & Cabrera, 1996). 
 Coupled with the overt and perceived discrimination, African American students 
face stereotypes of poor performers that inevitably affect their performance at a school 
(Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002). Such stereotypes result in anxiety, as well as cognitive 
and emotional stresses that are not associated with others who are not stigmatized with 
stereotypes of low intelligence (Aronson et al., 2002). The academic integration and 
academic performance of African American students is hindered as they are less likely to 
approach their instructors for help due to the perception of needing help because of their 
race (Moore, 2001). 
 Allen (1992) identified three factors that influence the college experience of 
African Americans on predominantly White campuses, including (1) academic problems, 
(2) problems of cultural adjustment and social isolation, and (3) problems of racism. It is 
possible that all three factors are intertwined and together influence the psycho-social 
orientation of African American students. Student aspirations and self-concept are critical 
influences to be considered with respect to the persistence of African Americans 
(Amaker, 1999) and with respect to academic performance (Dorsey & Jackson, 1995). 
While Cokley (2000) found that academic self-concept is a better predictor of GPA for 
African American students than are standardized test scores, Rowser (1997) and Jones 
(2001) note that African American students have shown a tendency to overstate their 






 Previously developed models of the college student experience (Tinto, 1975; 
Astin, 1993) enable theoretical comparisons to the college experience of student-athletes. 
Scholars have identified influential elements in pre-college inputs, the institution’s 
academic environment, the institution’s social environment, within college outputs, and 
college outcomes. These elements help shape the typical college student’s experience in a 
way that either is or is not academically focused. Likewise, the dynamics of the African 
American college student’s experience uniquely influence the student toward or away 
from academic integration. The survey instruments utilized in this study were developed 
to explore how these and possibly other influential elements may be reflected in the 
college realities of football student-athletes. 
Complexity 
 The literature discussed in this section challenges traditional perspectives on 
leadership and suggests exploring the college student experience in a new way. The 
previous sections of this literature review (intercollegiate athletics, college student 
experience) were organized with the intentions of enabling the reader to begin to see the 
complexity of the college football student-athlete’s experience. The contexts and 
interactions discussed in each section are key elements of the complexity, or very 
complex order, of the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. Due to too 






The rationalization and reduction of reality into linear models allows us to 
generate understandable order in a seemingly unpredictable, chaotic world. Somewhere 
between the rationalizations that have dominated social and scientific paradigms and the 
chaos of life defined by unpredictability and disorder, lies the concept of complexity. 
Complexity adds a significant measure of reality to our current linear understanding and 
explains emergent order from the chaos that envelops all nonlinear aspects of life.  
Complexity theory is “the study of dynamic behaviors of complexly interacting, 
interdependent, and adaptive agents under conditions of internal and external pressures” 
(Marion, 2008, p.2). The result of complex interaction is “unpredictable 
change…generated by interaction and pressure rather than by individuals acting alone” 
(Marion, 2008, p.9). This change is called emergence and is not the effect of an isolated 
cause but rather the result of mechanisms, or interactive processes, occurring within a 
complex adaptive system (CAS). Phase transitions, such as the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the stock market crash of 1987, the emergence of living cells and multicellular 
organisms, and the extinction of the dinosaurs, are examples of nonlinear emergence that 
occur when “dynamic states suddenly shift” (Waldrop, 1992; Marion, 2008, p.7). 
CAS are the networks where dynamic behaviors occur. They are webs of agents, 
entities, and interdependent relationships that will unconsciously organize “themselves 
through myriad individual acts without anyone being in charge or consciously planning 
it” (Waldrop, 1992, p.11). The following should be evident when examining CAS 





1. Agents can interact with each other (interaction); 
2. Interacting agents have some degree of interdependency (relational coupling); 
3. Agents can change (adaptive behavior); and 
4. The environment can stimulate adaptive behavior (context). 
Concentrating on CAS allows for exploration of a paradigm that is not focused on 
hierarchy and authority but on informal, interactive dynamics (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 
2008). 
Interaction and Interdependency 
 Interaction must be combined with interdependency to stimulate complex 
functioning within a system (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). The nature of the relationship 
between two agents determines the level of complex functioning and the resultant 
production of adaptive outcomes (Kauffman, 1993; Schreiber & Carley, 2008, p.297). 
When agents are loosely coupled ( i.e. interdependence is minimal), the results of 
interactions are static and only influential when they are extreme. However, when 
moderate coupling of agents is evident, there is a greater likelihood that a significant 
correlation will prevail among agents, as those agents are more likely to share in the 
resonance of any interaction. When agents share the resonance of an interaction, 
aggregation may occur as “agents change in part to conform to a common inter-resonance 
structure” such as the athletic culture (Marion, 2008, p.7).  
The holistic approach to the examination of relationships among agents and 
networks, attributable to systems theory, is a hallmark of complexity that recognizes 





2008; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2007, p.154). It argues for an exploration of the mechanisms 
that define the student-athlete interaction with coaches, teammates, academic advisors, 
tutors, and influential forces in their environments, such as academic resources, 
significant locations, and beliefs. Complexity looks to these types of interactions within a 
network to help explain the emergence of new, adaptive behavior. 
Adaptive Behavior 
 Renowned entomologist Ed Wilson posits that “individual ants and individual 
humans are transformed by membership in a larger entity, an entity they also help create” 
through the emergent properties of social interaction (Lewin, 1992, p.175). This is an 
adaptive behavior known as “self-organization” (Lewin, 1992, p.43). The concept of 
adaptive behavior suggests that change, and even organization, “emerges from the nature 
of system dynamics and is not imposed by authorities” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, 2007, 
p.18). It explains the tendency for groups to strive for coordination in members’ thoughts, 
feelings, and actions (Vallacher & Nowak, 2008).   
Enabling Conditions 
 “Adaptive interaction patterns cannot be prescribed” but must be stimulated by 
appropriate conditions found and possibly placed in the environment (Schreiber & 
Carley, 2007, p.231). These enabling conditions can be managed by formal leadership 
and include the fostering of interaction, interdependencies, simple adaptive rules, 






These conditions can lead to isomorphic states, as seen in the athletic culture, 
where agents or CAS correlate to such an extent that they begin to share beliefs, look 
alike, and act alike. Nobel laureate Murray Gell-Mann referred to CAS as “pattern 
seekers [that] interact with the environment, learn from the experience, and adapt as a 
result” (Lewin, 1992, p.15). Agents and CAS alike are searching for a pattern within their 
environments that provide them with the strongest position possible. Moving an entity 
(i.e. species, design, attitude, organization) from one position of strength (the athletic 
culture) to a potentially greater position of strength (the academic culture) requires 
motivation from enabling conditions, such as stress and tension. 
 Attractors are the “relatively narrow sets of specific states or patterns of change” 
upon which mental, affective, and behavioral states tend to converge (Vallacher & 
Nowak, 2008, p.54). They serve as the motive for the self-organization, correlation, and 
aggregation that result from the interdependent interactions in CAS. It requires significant 
enabling conditions, likely created by some element of leadership, to transition a CAS 
once it clusters around a given attractor. 
Complexity Leadership Theory 
At its core, leadership can be described as “a function of interaction” (Uhl-Bien et 
al., 2007, p.13). This is especially true of leadership defined by the principles of 
complexity theory (Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien, Marion, Seers, Orton, & Schreiber, 2007, 
p.132). Marion and Uhl-Bien (2007) note “the possibility that leadership can be vested in 





have overlooked the adaptive changes generated by groups of interactive and 
interdependent agents (p.146).  
 Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) offers a framework that “incorporates the 
concepts of adaptability and interactive networks into bureaucratic structures by 
acknowledging both formal and informal dynamics of leadership in organizations” 
(Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2007, p.150; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). It effectively addresses 
the competing needs to stimulate emergent action and to maintain control through 
bureaucratic structure by introducing three entangled leadership functions (Schreiber & 
Carley, 2008, p.294). These functions of leadership are: (a) administrative, (b) enabling, 
and (c) adaptive (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p.5). 
Administrative Leadership 
 Weber (1947) warned that bureaucracy is not an organizational form that, once 
adopted, can be replaced (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2007). Recognizing the perpetual presence 
of formal bureaucracy in organizations, CLT postulates administrative leadership to 
address the “bureaucratic functions of the organization while not stifling the complex 
dynamics capable of producing adaptive change” (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2007, p.151). 
From this perspective, administrative leaders are to continue the traditional focus on 
control and efficiency, but build both functions “into processes and structures rather than 
organizing for top-down control” (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2007, p.154). This is a slight but 
significant change in the traditional perspective of administrative leadership where formal 
positions of authority tend to pose the wisdom of a few on the entire network (Uhl-Bien 





complex dynamics underlying networks within the organization and enable adaptive 
behavior to thrive. 
Adaptive Leadership 
 Adaptive leadership refers to the processes that result in “intentional interactions 
of interdependent human agents” where correlation and aggregation occur (Uhl-Bien & 
Marion, 2009). Adaptive behavior, as described by Complexity, is “a major source of 
organizational unpredictability [that] comes from inside the organization – from the 
ongoing interaction of individuals and groups within the organization whose actions, 
exchanges, interactions, and adaptations to each others’ actions are not controlled (or 
even understood) by organizational leaders” (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Due to the 
difficulty to understand the outcomes of adaptive behavior, formal leaders often suppress 
it with rules that can be counterproductive to the overall production of the organization. 
While organizational effectiveness may be stunted by administrative interference, 
adaptive dynamics can pose a threat to organizational health by fostering “unfortunate 
forms of behavior or maladaptive outcomes in an interactive system” (Uhl-Bien & 
Marion, 2009). Thus, administrative leaders should strive to better understand the 
dynamics of adaptive behavior so that they may enable it to thrive in a positive direction. 
Enabling Leadership 
 Enabling leadership manages entanglement between administrative and adaptive 
leadership functions by “fostering the conditions that are conducive to adaptive 
leadership” (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2007, p.152). Enabling leaders may stimulate 





distributing resources in a manner that supports” positive adaptive outcomes (Uhl-Bien et 
al., 2007, p.34). Though enabling leadership can stem from any level of an organization, 
“a formal leader is in a particularly advantageous spot for performing enabling leadership 
due to their authority position” and the enabling conditions they potentially control 
(Schreiber & Carley, 2007, p.234). 
Summary 
 Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) has taken the tenets of Complexity Theory 
and applied them to organizational theory to develop a new paradigm of leadership that is 
couched in informal network dynamics. The new ontology rejects traditional leadership 
assumptions that leadership is primarily the function of individual and formal action. 
Instead, it posits that true leadership emerges from the informal interactions within and 
between complex adaptive systems (CAS). It, nonetheless, recognizes the formal 
structure of organizations and presents three leadership functions (administrative, 
adaptive, and enabling) with the intent to facilitate complex functioning within the 
organization.  
Uhl-Bien, Marion, and McKelvey (2007) indicated the examination of contexts 
and interactions “will pry back the cover on leadership, so to speak, and help us to 
understand how and under what conditions certain outcomes occur” (p.17). CLT 
facilitated the conduct of this study and the illumination of the major categories, their 
properties, and their dimensions. It has also proven valuable in the recognition of 









The purpose of this study was to develop a better understanding of how 
interactive dynamics influence the academic experience of college football student-
athletes. The research design for accomplishing this explored the realities of student-
athlete interactions with other student-athletes, beliefs regarding the university 
environment and student-athlete potential for academic success, perceived pressures, 
institutional agents and resources, and other human and nonhuman entities. The college 
experience of these football student-athletes was analyzed using a grounded theory 
approach. 
This chapter reviews the research questions, qualitative inquiry in general, and, 
specifically, the tradition of grounded theory. From there it provides an in depth review 
of Dynamic Network Analysis (DNA) and the methodological challenges to the study of 
dynamic processes. Next, it presents the study’s research design and methodology before 
concluding with ethical considerations and a chapter summary. 
Research Questions 
 Creswell (2003) indicates that qualitative research studies are based on stated 
research questions and not objectives or hypotheses. Accordingly, this study is based on 
one central question and five supporting questions. The following question directed this 
study: How do the interactions of student-athletes, academically-related beliefs, 
perceived pressures, institutional agents and entities, etc. influence the college football 





1. What distinct groups, related to the college football student-athlete’s academic 
experience, are found within the football meta-network? 
2. How does the football student-athlete’s dynamic network of relationships 
influence his academic performance? 
3. How do interactive dynamics influence the beliefs of football student-
athletes? 
4. Who are the critical agents within the football student-athlete meta-network? 
5. How would the football student-athlete meta-network change if certain actions 
(i.e. remediation or removal of critical agents) were taken to influence the 
meta-network’s belief structure? 
 Cultural dynamics within a college football program were examined through 
qualitative data representing participant realities. The mechanisms underlying the 
academic experiences of the student-athletes were explored with the use of the 
Organizational Risk Analyzer (ORA) toolkit and a complexity leadership theory (CLT) 
perspective. ORA and CLT also provided perspective on how football student-athletes 
function in informal leadership roles that shape the football meta-network. 
Qualitative Inquiry 
 The purpose of research is to generate theories or knowledge that will be useful 
and the style of inquiry, whether it be quantitative or qualitative, “is only a means for 
accomplishing that aim” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.27). Rudestam and Newton (2001) 
suggest that the tradition of inquiry “needs to evolve out of the research question and be 





describe what is going on, thereby setting up a case for deeper exploration, and are likely 
qualitative in nature (Creswell, 1998). This study, which seeks to develop a better 
understanding of how football student-athletes experience college, employs a tradition of 
qualitative inquiry.  
Postpositive, quantitative research methods tend to ask why and “reduce ideas into 
a small, discrete set of ideas to test” (Creswell, 2003, p.7). These methods, while 
appropriate for testing hypotheses, inhibit the researcher from considering the 
interdependent nature and complexity of social phenomena (Strauss, 1987). Qualitative 
inquiry, however, is designed to enable the researcher to explore participant experiences 
within their ever-changing contexts. Its methods require a researcher to work “with and 
through complexity rather than around or in spite of it” (Schram, 2006, p.7). Unlike 
quantitative inquiry, it is “not intended to prove or test a theory” (Rudestam & Newton, 
2001, p.43), but rather generate theory or theoretical models that reflect participant 
realities.  
Grounded Theory 
The purpose of this study, as reflected in the central research question, was to 
explore participant realities in hopes of discovering a model of the college football 
student-athlete’s academic experience. Creswell (2003) indicates that a qualitative 
researcher “may generate a theory during a study and place it at the end of a project” 
(p.119). This qualitative approach is referred to as grounded theory, because theory 
evolving from this method is grounded in participant data and reflects the realities of the 





 Developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded theory is designed to “explore 
processes, activities, and events” (Creswell, 2003, p.183). Strauss and Corbin (1990) 
define processes (i.e. discussing academic issues, engaging in academic work) as the 
links between agents and entities as they pertain to a particular phenomenon (i.e. 
academic experience). Links are examined by collecting multiple sources of data and 
constantly comparing the categories derived from the data with new data and other 
conceptual frames of reference (i.e. literature, personal experience, CLT). Rudestam and 
Lee (2001) describe the method of constant comparison in the following way: 
Data are systematically coded into as many themes and meaning 
categories as possible. As the categories emerge and are refined, the 
researcher begins to consider how they relate to one another and what the 
theoretical implications are. Gradually the theoretical properties of the 
meaning categories crystallize and form a pattern (p.43). 
Theoretical saturation is the aim of the constant comparative technique. Saturation occurs 
when collected data no longer affects the categories being generated. Within grounded 
theory, saturation results following a structured coding process. 
Coding Processes 
The researcher constantly compares categories and themes throughout the three 
coding processes (open coding, axial coding, selective coding) employed in grounded 
theory research. These processes begin immediately following the collection of data, and 





application. Open, axial, and selective coding processes enable a researcher to take the 
data and develop categories, define those categories by properties and dimensions, 
connect the categories, and develop a “story” that explains how the categories are 
connected (Creswell, 1998, p.150). 
Open Coding 
 The first step in the coding process involves opening up the data. Researcher’s 
open up data by examining text (i.e. interview notes) line-by-line for categories 
(Creswell, 1998). The researcher identifies categories by assigning conceptual meaning to 
the textual data. This then leads to placing the concepts into classifications of similar 
actions, thoughts, or objects. Classifying concepts involves “responding to 
characteristics, or properties inherent in the objects that strike” the researcher as relevant 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.105). As collection continues, new data is opened and 
compared with existing classifications of concepts. These classifications of concepts are 
defined in terms of their properties (i.e. attributes) and dimensions. Eventually, these 
groups of concepts become defined more abstractly as categories, enabling the researcher 
to reduce and better manage the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  
Axial Coding 
 As categories begin to emerge, comparisons are made relative to the central 
elements of categories and data “fractured” during the open coding process are 
reassembled in ways that give the categories more explanatory power (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998, p.124). This process is referred to as axial coding, and it is used to identify 





relationships that may be “very subtle and implicit,” Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggest it 
is beneficial “to have a scheme that can be used to sort out and organize emerging 
connections” (p.128). The paradigm is the scheme they offer to bring the data back 
together in meaningful ways. The paradigm considers conditions that establish the 
context for the phenomenon; the actions and interactions, which are responses to the 
phenomenon occurring within the context of the conditions; and the consequences 
resulting from the actions and interactions. Axial coding ultimately involves identifying 
paradigm components and understanding how they are connected. 
Selective Coding 
 The final step in the coding process is where the story comes together around one 
central theme. Selective coding involves selecting the core category that accounts for the 
variation found in the sub-categories emerging from the data. This step requires the 
researcher to integrate the major categories into a “theoretical scheme” around the core 
category (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.143). This can be done through telling the story or 
developing a diagram of the scheme, detailing the main categories and their relationships 
to each other and the core category. Once this is done, the emergent theory should be 
“reviewed for internal consistency and for gaps in logic,” thereby assuring that the core 
category is defined in terms of its properties and dimensions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, 
p.156). The researcher should strive to develop a dense theory, in which all properties 
and dimensions of categories are identified to enhance variation and explanatory power. 





participants is the last step in this process, and insures that the research is grounded in 
participant realities. 
Objectivity and Sensitivity 
Underlying the analytical coding processes of grounded theory are two critical 
and conflicting researcher perspectives: objectivity and sensitivity. Objectivity does not 
refer to controls, as in quantitative analysis, but rather openness with respect to 
interpretations of the data. Techniques to maintain objectivity include constantly 
comparing the data against new data; collecting data from multiple sources; using the 
literature as a tool which is used to extract meaning from the data; and employing 
personal experience in attempts at connecting the data. An objective researcher listens to 
participants, searches diligently for the meaning in what participants say, and tries to give 
them a “voice” when reporting findings (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.43).   
Sensitivity refers to the underlying meaning in the data. Researchers must go 
beyond the obvious and be sensitive to potential unexpected meanings in the data. 
Comparisons are important to enhance sensitivity to the data. The researcher should 
compare what is thought to be observed at the categorical level to what is observed at the 
levels of properties and dimensions. This enables the researcher to use personal or 
professional experience without putting it into the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The 
literature is also a valuable source of sensitivity, as it can be used to initiate theoretical 
sampling and questioning (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The literature, along with personal 
and professional experiences, can sensitize the researcher to the meaning of the 





what the participant has experienced, both can enhance the researcher’s insight if 
employed from a comparative perspective. It is critical, however, that sensitivity is at the 
forefront of the researcher’s thinking when using the literature or experiences, because 
ultimately it is not the researcher’s perspective that matters, but rather the meaning that 
participants ascribe to an event, to a process, or to an experience (Straus & Corbin, 1998). 
By grounding the coding processes in the data and employing a balanced level of 
objectivity and sensitivity, a researcher should be able to give voice to the participants of 
the study. The final result of the study should be a model, communicated through 
“interpretations” made by the researcher (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.127), but based on 
the realities of the participants. 
Dynamic Network Analysis 
 Dynamic Network Analysis (DNA) is a separate methodology from grounded 
theory. DNA comes out of a relatively new field of science and has been “formally 
described and used” to quantify CLT by encompassing “the theory and design of 
complex, dynamic networks and the study of emergent phenomena which are enabled 
and/or constrained by such networks” (Schreiber, 2006; Schreiber & Carley, 2007, p.235; 
Schreiber & Carley, 2008, p.302). It is used within this study to assist in the identification 
of paradigm components necessary for the higher level coding processes in grounded 
theory. 
 Strauss and Corbin (1998) indicate that combining methods, such as DNA, with 
grounded theory to supplement some elements of the coding process (i.e. link categories 





visualizations and network statistics for use in the “story”) can be practical (p.28). They 
continue by suggesting that this “interplay of methods” is essential “to build dense, well-
developed, integrated, and comprehensive theory” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.33). 
Hanson (2009) demonstrated the utility of this particular combination of methods (DNA 
and grounded theory) in his study of the ethics logic of university faculty.  
DNA varies from traditional social network analysis (SNA), as it considers the 
influence of relationships between people and other entities (i.e. resources, pressures, 
tasks, knowledge) in addition to relationships just between people. It recognizes the 
multiple realities of network affiliation and “extends traditional social network analysis 
by modeling” agent interactions with people and other elements within networks 
(Schreiber & Carley, 2008, p.304). DNA was applied to this study through the 
Organizational Risk Analyzer (ORA) a computer toolkit that alleviated various coding 
processes and expanded the results that were obtained (Carley, Diesner, Reminga, & 
Tsvetovat, 2008). 
The Organizational Risk Analyzer 
ORA is a statistical analysis package used for analyzing complex systems and 
dynamic networks. It is ideal for storing network data (i.e. Meta-Network Manager), 
generating network measures on multiple levels (i.e. Generate Reports), and visualizing 
dynamic networks (i.e. The Visualizer). Data can be entered into an Excel spreadsheet 
and saved as a CSV file and transported into ORA or entered directly into the ORA 
Editor. Locating influential agents, distinct groups, and points of vulnerability within a 





network measures (Carley et al., 2008). The visualization of data in ORA facilitates the 
interpretation of the results of statistical analyses by interactively depicting nodes, meta-
nodes, and links connecting nodes within a network (Carley et al., 2008).  
The Meta-matrix 
 The meta-matrix is a theoretical framework that allows for multi-mode and multi-
plex data to be stored and networks to be generated for DNA (Carley et al., 2008). 
Organizations, such as football teams, “are composed of many overlapping networks,” 
which the meta-matrix is able to represent (Schreiber & Carley, 2008, p.303). Data is 
gathered from multiple sources and networks are developed by combining any two node 
classes and the relations among the elements in each (Carley et al., 2008). The meta-
matrix for this study (see Table 3.1) contains agents (student-athletes), influences, 
resources, pressures, goals, tasks, locations, knowledge, and beliefs. The meta-matrix, 
represented in ORA by the Meta-Network Manager, depicts all of the networks within the 







Table 3.1  
College Football Student-Athlete Meta-Matrix 

































































































































 Multiple sub-networks or groups make up a meta-network, as evidenced by the 
meta-matrix. The ORA Visualizer can produce “a graphical model of a Meta-Network 
[and its sub-networks] comprised of links and nodes,” allows for interaction with the 
network model by removing key agents, identifies the relationships between nodes, and 
assesses the distinct groups within a network (Carley, 2010). This tool was used 





Of specific importance to the analysis process in this study was the Group 
Viewer, located in the Tools menu for the Visualizer. A group is “a collection of entities 
that share a common identity” such as shared characteristics, shared expectations, shared 
obligations, shared values, cohesiveness, or shared attributes (Carley, 2008). 
Unfortunately, not all groups are easily identifiable due to “very subtle and implicit” 
relationships that unite group members (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This study included an 
examination of groups of football student-athletes with relationships centered on 
individual entities (i.e. categories) and further defined by a variety of attributes (i.e. sub-
categories, properties, dimensions).  
Newman’s Grouping Algorithm 
 ORA provides a number of grouping analysis options, including Clique, 
CONCOR, FOG, k-FOG, and Newman’s. Newman’s grouping method was employed 
because this study was concerned with identifying and analyzing distinct groups within a 
relatively large dataset. This method has demonstrated its ability to efficiently provide 
visualization and analysis options regardless of network size (Clauset, Newman, & 
Moore, 2004; Merrill & Hripcsak, 2008).  
 Locating distinct groups is “used to shed light on the structure of large-scale 
networks” (Newman, 2006, p.8577). The analysis of these groups can provide insight into 
the interaction of agents and entities that is not easily apparent in visualizations of the 
larger network. Newman’s groupings are determined by comparing the number of links 
within a cluster or between clusters to the expected number of links in a random 





or negative, with positive values indicating the possible presence of community 
structure” (Newman, 2006, p.8578). Carley (2010) produces an example where the 
appropriate number of Newman groupings in a network is reached when “only one or two 
nodes” break off the larger clusters as additional groups are computed. This study 
identified distinct groups in networks, each with positive modularity scores, utilizing the 
technique exemplified by Carley (2010).  
Research Design 
 The design for this study, depicted in Figure 3.1, employs a grounded theory 
methodology supplemented by dynamic network analysis. Beginning with a theoretical 
sample, data generated through structured interviews was subjected to the open coding 
process and some level of axial coding. The categories generated from the interview data 
were presented in the form of a survey to the entire population of football student-athletes 
at the university. Their input served as a member check with respect to the analyses that 
had been conducted on the interview data. The data collected from the questionnaire was 
entered into ORA where additional analyses took place, from which the storyline for a 
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Participants and Setting 
 Football student-athletes at a public university competing at the highest level 
(Bowl Championship Series) of intercollegiate competition constitute the primary agents 
in the network that was analyzed in this study. All of the participants have academic 
experience as college football student-athletes. 15 football student-athletes were 
theoretically sampled to participate in structured interviews. The student-athlete 
experience questionnaire was administered to 112 student-athletes on the football team 
subsequent to reaching theoretical saturation of the categories abstracted from the 
interview data. 
Data Collection Procedures 
 Consistent with qualitative research designs, multiple sources of data were 
collected using multiple methods (Creswell, 2003). This facilitated a rich collection of 
data from which a better understanding of the college football student-athlete’s academic 
experience emerged. 
Preliminary Data 
Preliminary data was collected from the office of institutional research at the 
university, the 2009 football media guide, and the Compliance Assistant (CAi) online 
database for the university’s athletic department. This data provided descriptive 
characteristics of the participants and was entered into ORA as attributes. Specifically, 
documents from institutional research were used to identify the major, predicted grade 
point ratios (GPRs), 1st year GPRs, and current GPRs. The 2009 football media guide 





1st team, 2nd team, reserve), position coach, and year in school. Race was identified using 
the ethnicity report generated in CAi, which houses self-reported descriptions of race in 
its database. The race of those students not identified (12) in CAi, was estimated by 
observation of their profile picture in the 2009 football media guide. This data was 
collected and stored in a CSV file prior to importing into ORA. This descriptive data was 
used to help generate a theoretical sample for the structured interviews before being 
employed to identify properties and dimensions of agents and entities during analysis. 
Predetermined thematic categories were also collected as preliminary data. This 
data was extracted from student-development, complexity, and network literature. Table 
3.2 lists the predetermined categories applied in this study. Consistent with Strauss and 
Corbin (1990), these predetermined thematic categories allowed for greater conceptual 
development and inspired the questions directed at the participants in the structured 







Predetermined Thematic Categories 
 
Category Explanation 
Agents Football student-athletes 
Influences The people and activities that influence a student’s academic performance 
Resources The people and materials that aid students in their academic performance 
Pressures The pressures felt by students to emphasize one aspect of their college experience over another 
Goals The goals established by students pertaining to their college experience 
Tasks The tasks conducted by students to achieve high levels of academic performance 
Locations The locations that are central to academic work 
Knowledge The knowledge students possess to achieve high levels of academic performance 
Beliefs The beliefs students have regarding the college experience and academic performance 
 
Structured Interview 
The second source of data collection was a structured interview (Appendix A) 
administered to a theoretical sample of the population. Structured interviews kept the 
interview process focused on the participant’s academic experience at the university 
(Kerlinger & Lee, 2000). 15 student-athletes were selected to participate in the interview 
process in accordance with theoretical sampling procedures. Participants were identified 
as data collected from previous participants highlighted areas needing additional 
exploration. These participants represented each class, the offensive and defensive sides 
of the ball, all levels of position rank, six of the nine position coaches, all but one 
classification of major, and all levels of academic performance. Though a representative 





descriptive characteristics was “purposeful” and enabled comparisons necessary for 
studying the problem under investigation (Creswell, 1998, p.110).   
The structured interview employed an instrument format derived from Hanson’s 
(2009) study of a university’s ethics logic with questions that were appropriately 
“generated” from the literature (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.50). The interviews were 
conducted in the football operations facility or in the student-athlete enrichment program 
facility. Participants were interviewed separately with sessions lasting between 30 
minutes and 1 hour. Sessions began with the interviewer providing a brief description of 
the study and the participant providing consent to participate (Appendix B). Participants 
were asked to write their responses to the interview questions. This was followed by a 
discussion where the interviewer asked the participant to elaborate on the meaning of his 
responses. 
The data collected from structured interviews were grounded in participant 
realities, opened up to reveal conceptual meaning, and reassembled into categories 
defined by properties and dimensions. These categories were then fed into a 
questionnaire to be administered to the entire population.  
Questionnaire  
The third source of data collection was a questionnaire (Appendix C) that was 
administered to the entire population of football student-athletes at the university. Its 
purpose was to identify the relationships between multiple agents and between agents and 
entities within a network. This questionnaire employed instrumentation derived from 





of this study. Questionnaire items, similar to the structured interview questions, were 
derived from the literature. The categories abstracted from the structured interviews were 
listed in appropriate questionnaire items. 
The questionnaire was administered to the entire football team at a regularly 
scheduled team meeting in the football operations facility. Completion of the 
questionnaire took between 15 and 30 minutes. A follow-up one question survey was 
needed to identify agent interaction with categories of personal goals that were omitted 
from the questionnaire. This was also administered at a regularly scheduled team 
meeting, and completion of this one-item survey took less than five minutes. Follow-up 
questioning was also necessary of six participants who selected every agent in their social 
interaction responses. This follow-up enabled a more accurate visualization of social 
interaction within the network. The questionnaire responses served as member-checks to 
verify the categories abstracted from the interview data were reflective of participant 
realities. It also produced the data needed to conduct analyses on the student-athlete 
meta-network within ORA.  
 The fourth and final source of data was collected in follow-up interviews with 3 
participants. These interviews were conducted as a means of “validating the theoretical 
scheme” that was abstracted in this study (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.159). These final 
member-checks verified that the model developed in this study is reflective of the college 





Data Analysis Procedures 
 Data collected in this study was subjected to multiple sources of analysis. Data 
collected from the structured interviews, questionnaire, and subsequent member-checks 
was broken down into concepts, reassembled into categories, and integrated into a model 
of the college football student-athlete’s academic experience using the coding processes 
and constant comparison techniques derived from traditional grounded theory. These 
processes overlapped during the course of analysis and were aided by the ORA toolkit, 
which produced standard network measures, identified critical agents, and produced 
visualizations of agent interaction at three levels (meta-network, network, and distinct 
group). 
 This study essentially involved two stages of analysis, both based extensively on 
the qualitative tradition of grounded theory developed by Strauss and Corbin (1998). 
They are interrelated, as both are grounded in the data provided by the 15 interview 
participants. They each also contain multiple levels of analysis. They differ with respect 
to the tools employed to assist in analysis and the final level of analysis conducted in 
each stage. 
Interview Analysis Stage 
 The analysis of the data collected from the structured interviews resembled that of 
a typical grounded theory study (Morrow & Smith, 1995) where textual data was 
collected through direct interaction with participants and coded until categories emerged 
from the data. This stage of analysis included open and axial coding processes. The open 





responses to each question were entered into separate spreadsheets within an Excel 
workbook. Line-by-line analysis of the data ensued and the data was broken down into 
singular concepts.  
This process continued following each interview, with new data constantly being 
compared with the concepts that had already been collected. Following the fourth 
interview, themes began to emerge and the axial coding of the data began. This 
emergence helped direct participant selection and follow-up questioning, as the addition 
of density to the developing categories was sought. The new data being collected were 
constantly being compared to the previously collected data that supported the emerging 
categories. These new data were used to develop the properties and dimensions of the 
categories. The categories appeared to be saturated by the thirteenth interview. The 
interview analysis stage concluded when data collected from the 14th and 15th interviews 
failed to yield any substantially new information. Conceptual development throughout 
this process was recorded in code notes. 
Questionnaire Analysis Stage 
Additional data was collected following the interview analysis stage. With the use 
of the categories abstracted from the structured interviews, I returned to the participants 
to have them identify how these categories are connected through their interactions with 
each other and other entities that were identified as central to the college football student-
athlete’s experience.  All 112 football student-athletes at the university were asked to 
participate. Six of the 112 student-athletes completing the questionnaire were not 





of the season as walk-ons. Two of the 112 student-athletes declined to participate. This 
resulted in eight agents having no attributes or in-degree measurements in ORA, 
representing a loss of data that ranges from 0 – 7% of the total links within the network. 
Despite this loss, Carley and associates (2008) report that the measures generated by 
DNA remain relative even when 30% of the data, in terms of links, is missing. 
The responses to the questionnaire were entered into a CSV file prior to being 
transferred into the ORA Meta-Network Manager. In ORA the data were immediately 
connected to reveal the interactions influencing the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience. These interactions were assessed by running the ORA Visualizer. 
The meta-network depicted by the Visualizer is essentially a model of the college football 
student-athlete’s academic experience. The density of the visualization, however, 
required further analysis before any meaning could be assigned to it.  
Open coding of the participants’ interactive experiences was done by breaking 
down the meta-network. ORA allows for the combination of two node classes into 
singular networks. These singular networks were further broken down into distinct 
groups. Newman’s groupings were generated using the Group Viewer within the ORA 
Visualizer. This enabled a closer examination of the relationships between agents and 
entities. In agent by entity networks, categories emerged according to clustering of agents 
with particular entities within distinct groups. This axial coding of the data continued as 
attributes were overlaid on top of the categories, providing properties and dimensions, 
thereby enhancing categorical density. In agent by agent networks, attributes were 





Critical agents and standard network measures were identified by running the 
Standard Measures Report in ORA. These agents and measures are descriptive of the 
context within which interaction takes place. This information, the descriptions provided 
directly by the participants in the interviews, and the descriptions garnered from 
institutional publications (the website for the university’s office of institutional research, 
the 2009 football media guide) present the specific context in which these football 
student-athletes experience college. 
With a clear picture of the context, interactions, and consequences of the college 
football student-athlete’s academic experience, I began the selective coding of the 
categories that were abstracted from the data. This process entailed identifying academic 
engagement as the core category and then integrating it with the major categories into a 
model.  
Data Management 
 Electronic data was coded and stored on my personal computer. Excel workbooks 
proved to be ideal for developing code notes. An Excel CSV file was used to store 
attributes prior to transfer into the ORA Editor. An XML file was used to store all 
network. Paper data was locked in a file cabinet for which I had the only key. All unique 
characteristics were either changed or removed from the report of findings to insure that 






 Creswell (2003) suggests there are “eight primary strategies” for validating the 
accuracy of findings in a qualitative study (p.196). The following strategies from that list 
were employed in this study: 
1. Collect data from multiple sources to facilitate triangulation; 
2. Utilize member-checks to assure that participant realities are reflected in the 
findings; 
3. Clarify the bias the researcher brings to the study; and 
4. Utilize the dissertation chair to review and ask questions so that the “account will 
resonate with people other than the researcher.” 
Sources of data in this study include structured interview responses, questionnaire 
responses, and institutional documents and publications.  
The Role of the Researcher 
 Creswell (1998) suggests that “qualitative inquiry represents a legitimate mode of 
social and human science exploration” where the researcher is an “instrument of data 
collection” (p.9). Such a characterization allows for a level of researcher bias that needs 
to be explained. 
 Previous roles as a football student-athlete and graduate assistant football coach 
help frame my understanding of the dynamic network in which football student-athletes 
experience college. I have preconceived notions of the influences, resources, pressures, 
goals, tasks, locations, knowledge, and beliefs encompassed in the football student-





my observation of the experiences of many others. I also maintain that the football 
student-athlete’s college experience, as it currently exists, adds value to the student-
athlete’s life. While my biases are deeply rooted, I am aware that my preconceived 
notions of the football student-athlete’s college experience are not likely to reflect the 
realities of all members of an organization as diverse as a college football team. I have 
utilized my prior experiences not as means of data generation, but as means of 
comparison by which concepts and categories abstracted from participant data are 
interpreted. I have employed a variety of validation procedures to insure that findings are 
based on the realities of the participants. 
Ethical Considerations 
 This study involves research on the dynamic networks of college students. 
Permission to conduct this study was sought and obtained from the institutional review 
board at Clemson University (Appendix D). Informed consent was sought from each 
participant to allow for the collection of data. Consent was received from all but two 
members of the football team during the questionnaire data collection. Their identities, 
along with the identities of all participants, have been protected using appropriate data 
management procedures. 
 This study explored the phenomena of the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience while seeking to develop a model of that experience from which 
practitioners can seek to maximize benefits and minimize possible harm to participants. 





purposes of network analysis, the identity of each agent was coded and remains 
anonymous. 
Summary 
 The methodology and research design of this study were applied to explore the 
complexity within networks of football student-athletes and develop a model of the 
college football student-athlete’s academic experience. Qualitative inquiry is appropriate 
for the exploration of questions of how. Grounded theory is the tradition of qualitative 
inquiry that is appropriate for developing models of social phenomena, such as an 
experience shared by many, grounded in the realities of the participants. It is a means of 
understanding that examines context, interaction, and consequences by implementing 
standard analysis techniques.  
Dynamic Network Analysis (DNA) complements the grounded theory approach 
by visually supporting the coding process and enabling the researcher to develop a rich 
description of context using network measures. ORA and its many applications (i.e. the 
Meta-Network Manager, the Visualizer, the Group Viewer) represent an interoperable 
toolkit employed to assess dynamic networks (Carley et al., 2008) that proved invaluable 
to the conduct of this study.  
A research design consistent with the underlying methodology was developed to 
address the question guiding this study: How do the interactions of student-athletes, 
academically-related beliefs, perceived pressures, institutional agents and entities, etc. 
influence the college football student-athlete’s academic experience? Lastly, description 





management procedures, role of the researcher, validation procedures, and ethical 
considerations are intended to provide the reader with an understanding of how this study 








The purpose of this study was to develop a better understanding of how 
interactive dynamics influence the academic experience of college football student-
athletes. Participant realities were sought through structured interviews and a survey 
instrument. Data collected was subsequently entered into a software program specializing 
in network analysis where the realities of the participants were reflected in thirteen 
networks. These networks naturally combine to create a meta-network that is 
representative of the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
The following question directed this study: How do the interactions of student-
athletes, academically-related beliefs, perceived pressures, institutional agents and 
entities, etc. influence the college football student-athlete’s academic experience? 
Supporting questions were:  
1. What distinct groups, related to the college football student-athlete’s academic 
experience, are found within the football meta-network? 
2. How does the football student-athlete’s dynamic network of relationships 
influence his academic performance? 
3. How do interactive dynamics influence the beliefs of football student-
athletes? 





5. How would the football student-athlete meta-network change if certain actions 
(i.e. remediation or removal of critical agents) were taken to influence the 
meta-network’s belief structure? 
The Meta-Network 
The college football student-athlete meta-network contains 13 matrices, or 
networks of relationships among the college football student-athletes, that were analyzed 
in this study. Within each of these networks, 104 college football student-athletes interact 
with each other (agent by agent networks) or with a variety of entities (agent by entity 
networks). The development of the meta-network was grounded in the data initially 
provided in structured interviews by 13 student-athletes before being verified by all 104 
participants via responses to the survey. Their responses led to the identification of 17 
academic goals, 20 beliefs, 22 influences, 13 categories of knowledge, 9 locations, 12 
personal goals, 18 pressures, 16 resources, and 13 tasks that are central to the college 
football student-athlete’s academic experience. Values for each of these node classes 
were entered into the Organizational Risk Analyzer version 2.0 (ORA). 
Following the input of data, ORA was used to compute social network measures, 
identify influential agents, and to characterize distinct groups (Schreiber & Carley, 2008). 
Shown in Table 4.1, the network, or graph-level, measures produced in ORA provide 
information pertaining to the degree of interdependent relationships in the network (i.e. 
relational coupling), network structure (i.e. organizational form), and network tension 
(i.e. stress). Collectively, the values of these measures indicate that, respective of its size, 





and moderately hierarchical (Krackhardt, 1994; Schreiber & Carley, 2008). Additionally, 
there is a moderately low level of tension within the network and the degree to which 
knowledge is centralized in any given athlete is low (Schreiber & Carley, 2008).  
These measures suggest that football student-athlete academic relationships with 
each other are characterized by a significant level of interaction but low level of 
interdependency. There appears to be an informal environment where the informal flow 
of information is not stifled by hierarchical constraints and stress on agent relationships is 
limited, and knowledge is only loosely to moderately centralized in the network.  
Table 4.1 
Measures of the Football Student-Athlete Meta-Network Context 
  Measure Value 
Relational Coupling   
 Average degree of network connectedness Connectedness 0.8088 
 Average speed of learning in network Average speed 0.3587 
 Enhances speed Total degree centrality 0.1831 
 Agents who know influential people Eigenvector centrality 0.4826      
 Degree of potential influence in network Betweenness centrality 0.0012      
Network Structure   
 Hierarchy of informal leadership  Hierarchy 0.3157 
 Agents connected by other agents Upper boundedness 0.9135 
Stress   
 Centralization of knowledge Cognitive demand 0.2349 
 Average stress on agents Knowledge load 9.8942 
 
Within the context of the network measures described above, there are a number of 
student-athletes who are potentially informal leaders within the team. These influential 
agents were identified, along with the corresponding network measures in the Standard 
Measures Report created in ORA. Agents identified may be classified as “in-the-know”, 





the-know have the greatest number of relationships in the network and are thereby 
positioned to “access ideas, thoughts, and beliefs of others” (Carley, 2010). Group leaders 
are well connected to highly influential agents outside of the group. Potentially influential 
agents are “positioned to broker connections between groups and to bring to bear the 
influence of one group on another” (Carley, 2010). Emergent leaders are those who are 
positioned in such a way within the network that they are likely to coordinate with others. 
The top five leaders in each classification are listed in Table 4.2 along with the values for 
each measure.  
Table 4.2 
Influential Student-Athletes within the Football Meta-Network 
Measure Rank Nodes Value Unscaled Description 
Total degree 
centrality 
1 Agent A 0.4568 222.0000 Agent in the know 
2 Agent B 0.4280 208.0000  
 3 Agent C 0.4259 207.0000  
 4 Agent D 0.4177 203.0000  
 5 Agent E 0.4177 203.0000  
Eigenvector 
centrality 
1 Agent E 1.0000  Group leader 
2 Agent A 0.9967   
 3 Agent C 0.9642   
 4 Agent B 0.9164   
 5 Agent D 0.9048   
Betweeness 
centrality 
1 Agent A 0.0076    446.0302  Potentially influential 
2 Agent D 0.0061    358.4516   
 3 Agent B 0.0060    350.0570   
 4 Agent F 0.0057    332.6986   
 5 Agent G 0.0055    325.5502   
Cognitive 
demand 
1 Agent A 8.6421  Emergent leader 
2 Agent E 8.5975   
 3 Agent H 8.5474   
 4 Agent I 8.5116   






 The agents identified in Table 4.2 have the capability to step up as leaders within 
the entire football team. Some may already be playing a leadership role that is evident 
within given sub-networks. Others may be leading under the surface of individual 
networks, within distinct groups that represent the most intimate level of interaction 
within a network. 
Distinct Groups 
Research (Tinto, 1975) has indicated that the college academic experience is 
influenced by student academic and social interactions, and by personal characteristics 
that the student brings to college or develops in college. Newman’s grouping algorithm 
procedures were applied to determine how students or students plus entities clustered in 
13 matrices/networks based on interactions within each network. A matrix is a two-
dimensional relationship, such as an agent by agent relationship (e.g., who depends on 
whom for support) or agent by entity relationship (e.g., what resources each agent 
depends on to support personal academic performance). Personal attributes were then 
overlaid on the Newman’s groupings to identify patterns that explained why the groups 
clustered as they did.  
The computation of clusters for each network or matrix is an iterative process in 
which ORA starts by positing one large group (i.e., the entire matrix), then divides that 
group into two groups based on the nature of relationships, then three and so on until a 
maximum possible number of groups is determined. Carley (2010) indicates that the 
appropriate number of Newman groupings in a network is reached when “only one or two 





groupings varied from one network to the next (see Table 4.3). Following the 
identification of the appropriate number of Newman groupings, ten different attributes 
were systematically overlaid on top of the visualization. These attributes include class, 
cumulative grade point ratio (CGPR), first-year grade point ratio (FYGPR), graduation as 
a goal, major, side of the ball, predicted grade point ratio (PGPR), position coach, 
position rank, and race. Dimensions of these attributes are listed in Table 4.4. 
Table 4.3 
Football Student-Athlete Networks and Corresponding Newman’s Groups 
Network No. of Groups 
Agent x Academic Goals 4 
Agent x Agent Academic Attitudes 5 
Agent x Agent Class 3 
Agent x Agent Discuss Academics 6 
Agent x Agent Social 3 
Agent x Beliefs 3 
Agent x Influence 6 
Agent x Knowledge 3 
Agent x Location 5 
Agent x Personal Goals 3 
Agent x Pressures 4 
Agent x Resources 5 








Football Student-Athlete Attributes and Corresponding Dimensions 
Attributes Dimensions 
1. Class Freshman, Sophomore, Junior, Senior 
2. Cumulative GPR    Unknown, < 2.0, 2.0-2.49, 2.5-2.99, 3.0-3.49, 3.5-4.0 
3. First-year GPR Unknown, < 2.0, 2.0-2.49, 2.5-2.99, 3.0-3.49, 3.5-4.0 
4. Graduation Goal Yes, No 
5. Major Arts, Business, Communications, Education, PRTM, 
Science, Social Science, Unknown 
6. Side of the Ball Offense, Defense, Specialist 
7. Predicted GPR Unknown, < 2.0, 2.0-2.49, 2.5-2.99, 3.0-3.49, 3.5-4.0 
8. Position Coach Centers and Guards, Defensive Tackle, Defensive Backs, 
Wide Receivers, Quarterbacks, Tight Ends and Tackles, 
Running Backs, Defensive Ends, Linebackers 
9. Position Rank 1st team, 2nd team, Reserve 
10. Race Black, White, Other 
 
 
In the remainder of this chapter, I will first examine the agent by agent networks 
then the agent by entity networks. Each of the five agent by agent networks will be 
described from the attributes that overlay respective Newman’s groupings. Each of the 
remaining agent by entity networks will be described from the nature of the entities in 
each Newman group and from the attributes that overlay the respective Newman’s 
groups. 
Agent x Agent Networks 
 Student groupings within agent by agent networks could not be qualitatively 
explained until attributes were overlaid on top of them. When this step was taken, it 
became evident which attributes are influential in the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience. The following sections describe observations of each agent by 







Agent x Agent Academic Attitudes 
 The agent by agent academic attitudes network consists of agents linked by 
perceived academic attitudes. To develop this network, students were asked, “Which of 
the following have academic attitudes regarding academic work similar to yours?” 
(Appendix C). The visualization of this network (Figure 4.1) reflects the opinions of 
agents with respect to the academic attitudes of their teammates. Their specific attitudes 
over which they interact were not sought because only the relationship between agents 
































Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are five 
distinct groups in this network (Figure 4.2). With the exception of position coach and 
position rank, each attribute helped delineate or define these groups. The subsequent 
overlay of attributes on top of these groups was necessary to identify patterns of behavior 






















Agents in Group 1 are predominantly seniors; likely have a cumulative grade 
point average (CGPR), a first year GPR (FYGPR), and a predicted GPR (PGPR) below 
2.5; and likely major in the social sciences or in PRTM. There are no freshmen in Group 
2 and many have a CGPR over 3.0. Agents in Group 3 are predominantly freshmen; 
likely have a CGPR above 3.0 and an unknown FYGPR; and exhibit no pattern in their 
selection of majors. Group 4 is not distinguishable by class; its agents tend to have a 
CGPR and FYGPR above 3.0 and a PGPR above 2.5; a majority of the agents did not 
choose graduation as a goal; they are most likely to major in business or the sciences; 
likely to be specialists or play on offense; and are most likely White. Agents in Group 5 
are predominantly sophomores; likely have a CGPR, FYGPR, and PGPR below 2.5; 
likely major in the social sciences or PRTM; have a substantial number of agents playing 
on defense; and are predominantly Black. 
 With respect to academic attitudes, then, football student-athletes are likely to 
group themselves by class (evident in each group but Group 4), academic major (evident 
in each group but group two), side of the ball on which they play (evident in Groups 4 
and 5), and race (evident in Groups 4 and 5). Freshmen appear to have not defaulted to 
majors in the social sciences and PRTM as have many upperclassmen, especially those 
with relatively poor college academic beginnings. Those agents who group together in 
business majors and the sciences appear to be adjusting well to the academic culture of 
college. Race appears to be an underlying element in the ability of certain groups (i.e. 













This network of relationships has an apparent influence on academic 
performance, especially in Groups 2 and 4 where CGPRs are likely to be above 3.0 and 
PGPRs are likely to be less than that (see Figures 4.3 and 4.4). The influence may also 
extend to lower performing groups, such as Groups 1 and 5, where shared attitudes may 






















Figure 4.3. The agent by agent academic attitudes network divided into five distinct 







































Figure 4.4. The agent by agent academic attitudes network divided into five distinct 
groups colored based on predicted grade point ratio. 
 
Agent x Agent Classes 
The agent by agent classes network consists of agents linked by common classes. 
To develop this network, students were asked, “With whom have you had the same 
classes over the past year?” (Appendix C). The visualization of this network (Appendix 





along with them. Specific class schedules over which they interact were not reviewed, 
because only the relationships with identified teammates were relevant to the analysis. 
 Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are three 
distinct groups in this network (Appendix F1). With the exception of the side of the ball, 
position coach, and race, each attribute helped delineate or define these groups.  
Agents in Group 1 include a substantial number of seniors and juniors who likely 
have an average CGPR and relatively poor FYGPRs; they likely major in the social 
sciences; and consist of a substantial number of 1st team players. Agents in Group 2 are 
predominantly freshmen; likely have a high CGPR and an unknown FYGPR; likely have 
a PGPR below 2.5; have no distinguishable pattern of majors; and are predominantly 
reserve players. Agents in Group 3 include a substantial number of sophomores and 
juniors; they likely have a FYGPR that is better than those in Group 1 and include a 
majority of the agents who did not choose graduation as a goal.  
Overall, with respect to classes, football student-athletes are likely to group 
themselves by class (evident in each group) and academic major (evident in group two). 
There is not a rational linkage between the attribute of position rank and the classes a 
student-athlete takes. Position rank is likely associated with the year in school of the 
student-athletes, as upperclassmen were more likely to have established themselves as 1st 
team players and freshmen were likely to be labeled reserve players due to their lack of 
an opportunity to earn a higher position rank. Like the findings from the agent x agent 
academic attitudes network, freshmen appear to have not defaulted to majors in the social 





academic preparation of freshmen, as reflected in their relatively low PGPRs, is, 
however, noteworthy.  
This network of relationships has a seeming influence on academic performance, 
as observed in Group 2 where CGPRs are likely to be above 3.0 and PGPRs are likely to 
be less than that (i.e., students are performing above expectation; Appendices G1 and 
G2). Though the freshman class got off to a good start academically, the timing of data 
collection (mid-fall semester) limits the academic conclusions that can be drawn on this 
class. It will be interesting to see if the freshman class will maintain their diverse 
selection of majors as additional grade points in the fall and spring semesters lead to a 
more complete picture of their college academic performance. 
Agent x Agent Discuss Academics 
The agent by agent discuss academics network consists of agents linked according 
to with whom individual agents discuss their academic experiences. To develop this 
network, students were asked, “With whom are you most likely to discuss academic 
work, discuss academic concerns, study, etc.?” (Appendix C). The visualization of this 
network (Appendix E2) reflects the direct interaction of agents with each other with 
respect to their academic experiences. The specific topics of discussion over which they 
interact were not sought, because only the existence of relationships between agents was 
relevant to the analysis. 
 Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are six 
distinct groups within this network (Appendix F2). With the exception of position rank, 





Agents in Group 1 likely have low PGPRs; consist of a substantial number 
majoring in PRTM; and are predominantly Black. Agents in Group 2 consist of a 
substantial number of sophomores; likely have a high FYGPR; likely major in the social 
sciences; and consist of a substantial number of the position specialists. Agents in Group 
3 are predominantly juniors; likely have high CGPRs and FYGPRs; include a majority of 
the agents who did not choose graduation as a goal; consist of a substantial number 
majoring in business; likely play on the offensive side of the ball; consist of a substantial 
number of agents coached by the centers and guards coach and the tackles and tight ends 
coach; and are predominantly White. Agents in Group 4 are predominantly seniors; likely 
have low CGPRs, FYGPRs, and PGPRs; likely major in the social sciences; and likely 
play on the defensive side of the ball. Agents in Group 5 are predominantly sophomores; 
likely have a CGPR, FYGPR, and PGPR below 2.5; likely major in the social sciences or 
in PRTM; consist of a substantial number of agents playing on defense; and are 
predominantly Black. Agents in Group 6 are predominantly freshmen; likely have high 
CGPRs, unknown FYGPRs, and low PGPRs; and tend to play on the offensive side of the 
ball. 
Thus with respect to discussing academics, football student-athletes are likely to 
group themselves by class (evident in Groups but 2, 3, 4, and 6), academic major (evident 
in Groups but 1, 2, 3, and 4), side of the ball on which they play (evident in Groups but 2, 
3, 4, 5, and 6), position coach (evident in Group 3), and race (evident in Groups 1, 3, and 
5). It would seem logical that agents in the same academic year and those in the same 





be in the same classes or at least be having similar academic experiences, which can 
serve as topics of academic conversations. Interestingly, the side of the ball on which 
agents play and the position coach for whom they play also substantially influence the 
academic discussions of student-athletes. This finding recognizes potential bridges 
between the academic and athletic cultures present within higher education. Similar to the 
findings from observations of the agent x agent academic attitudes network, 
upperclassmen who have not performed well academically appear to major in the social 
sciences. As is the case in the agent x agent academic attitudes network, race is a telling 
attribute with respect to how student-athletes choose to interact, as half of the groups are 
defined as being predominantly Black (Groups 1 and 5) or White (Group 3).  
This network of relationships has an apparent influence on academic 
performance, especially in Groups 3, 5, and 6 where high CGPRs are attributable to 
clusters of agents (Appendices G3 and G4). The influence may also extend to lower 
performing groups, such as Group 4, where relationships potentially discourage agents 
from making substantial gains relative to their PGPRs. The pattern of freshmen groups 
having high CGPRs, no FYGPRs, and low PGPRs continues in our observations of the 
third network. 
Agent x Agent Social 
The agent by agent social network consists of agents linked to agents with whom 
they interact socially on a regular basis. To develop this network students were asked, 
“With which of the following student-athletes do you interact with socially on a daily 





team-related social experiences in college. The specific nature of those interactions was 
not investigated, because only the existence of relationships between agents was 
considered relevant to the analysis. 
 Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are three 
distinct social groups within this network (Appendix F3). With the exception of 
graduation as a goal, each of the remaining attributes helped reveal the structure of these 
groups. Agents in Group 1 are predominantly freshmen; tend to have high CGPRs and 
unknown FYGPRs; and are not 1st team players. Agents in Group 2 likely play on the 
offensive side of the ball and are White. Agents in Group 3 tend to have low CGPRs and 
PGPRs; likely major in the social sciences; consist of a substantial number of agents 
coached by the wide receivers coach; and are predominantly Black. 
Summarizing, football student-athletes are likely to group themselves socially by 
class (see  Group 1), academic major (see Group 3), side of the ball on which they play 
(see Group 2), position coach (see Group 3), and race (see Groups 2 and 3). Position rank 
(see Group 1) is a more logical defining attribute in this network than it is in an 
academically-focused network, but still fails to have a substantial influence. The 
continued presence of race and the side of the ball on which student-athletes play as 
defining characteristics of groupings within agent x agent networks suggests that these 
two attributes substantially influence the college academic experience of football student-
athletes. 
This network of relationships has an apparent influence on academic 





The influence may also extend to lower performing groups, such as Group 3, where 
relationships potentially discourage agents from making substantial gains relative to their 
PGPRs.  
Agent x Entity Networks 
Student groupings within agent by entity networks could be qualitatively defined 
by the specific entities around which agents cluster. Additional observations were made 
when the attributes were overlaid on top of the Newman’s groupings. The following 
sections explore the observations of each agent x entity network and the specific entities 
and attributes that appear to define the groupings within each network. 
Agent x Academic Goals 
The agent by academic goals network consists of agents by goals related to 
academic performance. To develop this network, students were asked, “What are your 
most important academic goals?” (Appendix C). The visualization of this network 
(Figure 4.5) reflects the interaction of agents with shared academic goals. Individual 
participants, during the course of structured interviews, identified specific academic 
goals. The goals were then presented to all participants to determine their relevance to the 













































There were seventeen academic goals identified during the structured interviews. 
Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are four distinct 
groups in this network (Figure 4.6). Within each group, agents clustered around specific 















Figure 4.6. The agent by academic goals network divided into four distinct groups. 
 
 Agents in Group 1 interact over academic goals that are primarily focused on 





national, and/or team recognition for academic performance) deal directly with the 
attainment of academic recognition. A fourth goal (earn a 3.0 GPR or higher) is a 
prerequisite for each of those three. Agents in Group 2 are related around two academic 
goals (attend graduate school and manage your time) that reflect a desire to manage their 
time while pursuing education beyond a bachelor’s degree. Agents in Group 3 interact 
over academic goals that are career-focused, as three of the five goals (blend in with the 
general student body, communicate with classmates, and develop relationships with 
professors) are related to networking with college. The other two goals (develop job-
related skills and graduate) are aligned to a future career. Agents in Group 4 interact over 
academic goals that are focused on getting by academically. All four goals associated 
with this group (get out of mandatory study hall, be allowed to move off campus, 
maintain athletic eligibility, and pass all classes) are indicative of agents who want to do 
just enough academically so that they can continue to play football with limited academic 
distractions. 
Overlaying attributes on top of the four Newman’s groups within this network 
provided additional insight into the distinct nature of agentic relationships clustering 
about academic goals. With the exception of position rank and FYGPR, each attribute 








Distinct Groups Defined by Academic Goals 
Academic Goals Group Group Definition 
1. Attend class 
1 Experiencing significant academic success 
2. Earn a 3.0 GPR or higher 
3. Expand your knowledge-base 
4. Receive conference recognition for academic 
performance 
5. Receive national recognition for academic 
performance 
6. Receive team recognition for academic 
performance 
7. Attend graduate school 
2 
Managing their time 
while pursuing education 
beyond a bachelor’s 
degree 
8. Manage your time 
9. Blend in with the general student body 
3 Networking with a career-focus 
10. Communicate with classmates 
11. Develop job related skills 
12. Develop relationships with professors 
13. Graduate 
14. Get out of mandatory study hall 
4 Getting by academically 15. Be allowed to move off campus 16. Maintain athletic eligibility 
17. Pass all classes 
 
Agents in Group 1, characterized primarily by their desire to experience 
significant academic success, are predominantly freshmen; likely have a CGPR and a 
PGPR above 3.0; and are predominantly White. Agents in Group 2, characterized by a 
desire to manage their time while pursuing education beyond a bachelor’s degree, likely 
have a CGPR above 2.5; include two of the five agents who did not list graduation as a 
goal in this network; primarily play on the offensive side of the ball; and are 





career-focus, are predominantly juniors and seniors and likely have a CGPR below 2.5. 
Agents in Group 4, characterized by a desire to get by academically, likely have a CGPR 
below 2.5 and a very low PGPR; this group includes three of the five agents who did not 
list graduation as a goal in this network; they likely major in the social sciences or in 
business; and they likely play on the offensive or defensive lines.  
Overall, each group in this academic-goals network has a distinct relationship to 
academic performance (see Figures 4.7 and 4.8). Groups 1 and 2, cluster around goals 
(recognition and graduate school, respectively) requiring high levels of academic 
performance. Agents in these groups typically have high CGPRs. Groups 3 and 4, cluster 
around goals (career-focus and eligibility, respectively) that do not typically require high 










































Figure 4.7. The agent by academic goals network divided into four distinct groups and 










































Figure 4.8. The agent by academic goals network divided into four distinct groups and 





Agent x Beliefs 
The agent by beliefs network consists of agents and beliefs related to academic 
performance. To develop this network, students were presented a list of twenty belief 
statements and asked, “To what extent do you agree with the following statements?” 
(Appendix C. This was a 5-point scale rather than a binary scale as used in all other 
measures; consequently the strength of relationships in the network is represented). The 
visualization of this network (Appendix E4) reflects the interaction of agents with respect 
to shared beliefs. Specific beliefs regarding the college student’s academic experience 
were identified in the literature and by individual participants during structured 
interviews. The beliefs were then presented to all participants to determine their 
relevance to the reality of the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
 There were twenty pertinent beliefs identified during the review of the college 
student experience literature and the structured interviews (Table 4.6). Newman’s method 
of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are three distinct groups in this agent by 
beliefs network (Appendix F4). Within each group, agents clustered around specific 
beliefs that are used to define each group. 
Agents in Group 1 interact over the beliefs that their self-identified potential for 
academic success is supported by positive interactions with classmates and faculty. 
Agents in Group 2 interact over the beliefs that their self-identified potential for academic 
success is hampered by athletic responsibilities and a negative racial climate on campus. 





athletic culture at the university, but requires hard work due to the university’s strong 
academic reputation. 
Overlaying attributes on top of the three Newman’s groups within this network 
provided little additional insight into the distinct nature of agentic relationships clustering 
about academic beliefs. Class was the only attribute that helped to further delineate or 
define these groups. Agents in Groups 1 and 2 are predominantly seniors and juniors. 
Agents in Group 3 are predominantly freshmen and sophomores. This overlay suggests 
that upperclassmen (Groups 1 and 2) have possibly developed a greater self-esteem 
during their college academic experiences. Agents believe this self-esteem is supported 
(Group 1) or suppressed (Group 2) by the academic and athletic cultures on campus. The 
overlay also suggests that underclassmen (Group 3) are still impressed by the university’s 
strong academic reputation, feel supported by leadership elements within the athletic 
culture on campus, and recognize that hard work, possibly more so than academic 







Distinct Groups Defined by Beliefs 
Academic Beliefs Group Group Definition 





academic success is 
supported by 
positive interactions 
with classmates and 
faculty 
2. The university’s professors are willing to help 
students. 
3. My academic major consists of students and 
professors whom I relate to like I relate to my 
teammates and coaches. 
4. I can relate to the culture of non-football students at 
this university. 
5. I am capable of attaining a higher GPA than most 
of my teammates. 
6. I work hard to achieve the highest GPA I can. 









a negative racial 
climate on campus 
8. Student-athletes have less time to engage in 
academic work than do regular students. 
9. If I did not play football, I would have selected a 
different academic major. 
10. If I did not play football, I would spend more time 
on my academic work. 
11. Racial prejudice exists on this university’s campus. 
12. I am capable of attaining a higher GPA than most 
students at this university. 
13. I perform better academically in the off-season than 
I do during the season. 




is encouraged by 
the athletic culture 
at this university, 
but requires hard 
work due to the 
university’s strong 
academic reputation  
15. Academic success at this university requires hard 
work. 
16. Academic success is important to those in the 
football program. 
17. Academic work at this university is challenging. 
18. This university is a highly respected academic 
institution. 
19. My family has encouraged my athletic performance 
more than my academic performance. 






Oddly, there is no apparent influence of beliefs on academic performance. The 
CGPRs of agents in each group reveal no clusters of high and low performers (Appendix 
G7). Of particular interest in this network, however, are the belief structures underlying 
each of these groups. These belief structures may be manifested in student-athlete 
attitudes that can spread through the football team. Belief structures are of significant 
concern to an organization, like a college football team, whose members are highly 
influential in shaping the “direction of the dominant values, beliefs, and aspirations” of 
other members (Astin, 1993, p.398) and in recruiting new members (Letawsky et al., 
2003). 
To evaluate research question 5 (would belief structures be altered by remediation 
or removal of critical agents?), I compared the actual clustered network with a Newman 
clustered network in which one critical agent was removed. Figure 4.9 represents the 
three groups within the agent by belief network. Group 2 within that network exhibits an 
underlying belief structure that perceives participation in athletics in a negative light. 
Critical agents are identified in this group. Figure 2 represents the affect on the 
Newman’s groups when just one of these agents is neutralized (i.e. problems leading to 



































































































Agent B is a critical agent within the entire network. Network measures suggest 
he is potentially influential, in the know, and a group leader. In Figure 4.9, he clusters 
with other student-athletes around beliefs that football participation is encumbering his 
ability to engage academically. This could be the case for Agent B. Maybe there are 
barriers to his academic engagement that the administrative leadership of the football 
network could address. Maybe the only barrier is a negative attitude. Regardless what the 
issue is, the idea that participation in football restricts academic performance is reality to 
Agent B.  
The simulation illustrated in Figures 4.9 and 4.10 demonstrate that Agent B has a 
rather significant influence on his belief group. When he is neutralized, preferably 
through remediation but maybe through removal, there is a rather significant realignment 
of beliefs and agents within this network. While beliefs reflecting a negative perspective 
of the impact of participation in football on academic engagement still exist within the 
network’s underlying belief structure, they are no longer centralized within one group. 
Additionally, each group now centers on multiple beliefs reflecting a positive perspective 
of their academic experiences. This visualization is illustrative of the influence of 
informal leaders on a dynamic network such as a college football team. 
Agent x Influence 
The agent by influence network consists of agents and the people and groups who 
influence their academic performance. To develop this network, students were asked, 
“What individuals or groups most influence your academic performance?” (Appendix C). 





shared influences. Individual participants, during the course of structured interviews, 
identified specific individuals and groups of influence. These influential individuals and 
groups were then presented to all participants to determine their relevance to the reality of 
the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
 There were twenty-two influential people and groups identified during the 
structured interviews (Table 4.7). Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA 
reveals that there are six distinct groups in this network (Appendix F5). Within each 
group, agents clustered around specific influences, and these are used to define each 
group. 
 Agents in Group 1 interact over influences outside of football and student-athlete 
enrichment programs (classmates, friends, professors, major academic advisor). Agents 
in Group 2 interact over influences in the football program (position coach, position 
group, recruiting coach, teammates) and God. Agents in Group 3 interact over influences 
in the administrative leadership areas of the football program (head coach and director of 
player development) and in the advising and learning specialist areas of the student-
athlete enrichment program (athletic academic advisor for offense and learning specialist 
4). Agents in Group 4 interact over influences in the advising and learning specialist 
areas of the student-athlete enrichment program. The three influences in this group 
(athletic academic advisor for defense, learning specialists 1 and 2) work closely with 






over influences in their personal lives (family, significant other) and in the administrative 
leadership of the student-athlete enrichment programs (director of student-athlete 
enrichment program). Agents in Group 6 interact over influences within the learning 
specialist area of the student-athlete enrichment program (learning specialist 3, strategic 
tutors) and include themselves as having a primary influence on their own academic 
performances. 
Table 4.7 
Distinct Groups Defined by Influences 
Influences Group Group Definition 
1. Classmates 
1 
Academic influences are outside of the 
football program and Student-athlete 
enrichment programs 
2. Friends 
3. Major academic advisor 
4. Professors 
5. God 
2 Academic influences are in the football program and in a higher power 
6. Position coach 
7. Position group 
8. Recruiting coach 
9. Teammates 
10. Head Coach 
3 
Academic influences are in the 
leadership of the football program and in 
the advising and learning specialist areas 
of Student-athlete enrichment programs 
11. Director of player 
development 
12. SAEP academic advisor for 
offense 
13. Learning specialist 4 
14. SAEP academic advisor for 
defense 4 
Academic influences are in the advising 
and learning specialist areas of Student-
athlete enrichment programs 15. Learning specialist 2 16. Learning specialist 1 
17. Director of the SAEP 
5 
Academic influences are personal and in 
the leadership of Student-athlete 
enrichment programs 
18. Family 
19. Significant other 
20. Myself 
6 
Academic influences are intrinsic and in 
the learning specialist areas of Student-
athlete enrichment programs  
21. Learning specialist 3 






Overlaying attributes on top of the six Newman’s groups within this network 
enables a clearer understanding of the possible impact, or attraction, that specific 
influential people and groups have on football student-athletes. With the exception of 
graduation as a goal, each attribute helped to further delineate or define these groups.  
Agents in Group 1, influenced primarily by people outside of the football program 
and the student-athlete enrichment program, likely have high CGPRs, include a 
substantial cluster of agents coached by the defensive backs coach, and are found in a 
wide range of majors with a substantial number in the sciences, business, and the arts. 
These agents appear to be impressed by people within their major (professors, classmates, 
and major academic advisor).  
Agents in Group 2, influenced primarily by people and groups within the football 
program, are predominantly upperclassmen; they likely have a low FYGPR; they include 
a significant cluster of agents majoring in the social sciences; they include a substantial 
cluster of agents coached by the centers and guards coach; and they are likely to be on the 
1st team. It seems logical that agents who play a primary athletic role on the team would 
most likely be influenced by those on the team who affect that role, such as a position 
coach, a position group, or teammates in general. The low FYGPR and the cluster of 
social science majors may be indicative of a trend where agents default into the social 
sciences after demonstrating that they can not academically perform in the majors of their 
choice.  
Agents in Group 3, influenced primarily by the head coach, director of player 





play on the offensive side of the ball, likely have low PGPRs, and include a substantial 
cluster of agents coached by the wide receivers coach. The academic advisor’s role with 
the offense, the learning specialist’s role with at-risk (low PGPR) students, and the head 
coach’s former role as wide receivers coach provide assistance in better understanding 
this grouping.  
Agents in Group 4, influenced primarily by the academic advisor for defense and 
learning specialists 1 and 2, include only one freshman; they likely have low CGPRs and 
PGPRs; they likely major in the social sciences; they predominantly play on the 
defensive side of the ball; they likely play defensive back or defensive end; they are 
likely to be on the 1st team; and they are predominantly Black. The grouping of these 
agents around the academic advisor for defense is logical as a result of most of them 
playing on the defensive side of the ball. It also makes sense that these agents cluster 
around two of the four learning specialists within the student-athlete academic 
enrichment program, because they make up the lowest performing academic group within 
this network.  
Agents in Group 5, influenced primarily by their families, their significant others, 
and the director of the student-athlete enrichment program, likely have high CGPRs; they 
likely play on the offensive side of the ball; they include a substantial cluster of agents 
who play for the centers and guards coach; and they are likely on the 1st team. Agents in 
Group 6, influenced intrinsically and by learning specialist 3, are characterized by likely 
having low PGPRS. The grouping of these agents around a learning specialist is logical 





In summation, the agents in this network appear to be affected by or attracted to a 
particular influence because of their role on the team (position coaches, athletic academic 
advisors, position groups, teammates), their major (professors, classmates, major 
academic advisors), and their academic performance (learning specialists). Race also 
appears to be a significant factor with respect to Group 4 and its influences.  
Agent x Knowledge 
The agent by knowledge network consists of agents and the things they need to 
know to successfully navigate through their college experiences. Individual participants, 
during the course of structured interviews, initially identified categories of knowledge 
deemed necessary to succeed academically at this university. These categories of 
knowledge were then presented to all participants to determine their relevance to the 
reality of the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. To develop this 
network, the categories of knowledge were listed and students were asked, “How familiar 
are you with the following types of knowledge?” (Appendix C). The visualization of this 
network (Appendix E6) reflects the interaction of agents by knowledge of the academic 
culture at this university.  
 There were thirteen categories of knowledge central to an agent’s ability to 
navigate through the college academic environment identified during the structured 
interviews (Table 4.8). Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that 
there are three distinct groups in this network (Figure F6). Within each group, agents 





the overlay of attributes because the bits of knowledge did not appear to cluster in any 
logical patterns (Table 4.8). 
Table 4.8 
Distinct Groups Defined by Knowledge 
Knowledge Group 
1. How the Cat Bus system works 
1 
2. How to act in a classroom setting 
3. The location of classes 
4. How to use SIS 
5. It’s important to check e-mail regularly 
6. How to use webmail 
2 7. How to use Blackboard 
8. Parking rules and regulations 
9. How to talk with professors 
3 
10. How to manage your time 
11. What major to choose 
12. What the E-portfolio criteria is 
13. When to contact professors 
 
 
Class, CGPR, major, and position coach are the only attributes that helped 
delineate or define the Newman’s groups of the agent by knowledge network. Agents in 
Group 1 are predominantly seniors; they include substantial clusters of agents who play 
quarterback or defensive tackle; and they likely major in the social sciences or in 
business. Agents in Group 2 are characterized only by the likelihood that they have a high 
CGPR. Agents in Group 3 are characterized only by their likelihood to major in the social 
sciences or in PRTM.  
Overall, the patterns of interaction within the agent by knowledge network appear 
to be limited and, therefore, offer very little with respect to understanding the football 





Agent x Location 
The agent by locations network consists of agents and the locations where they 
engage in academic work. To develop this network, students were asked, “In what 
locations do you typically engage in academic work?” (Appendix C). The visualization of 
this network (Appendix E7) reflects the interaction of agents within shared locations. 
Individual participants, during the course of structured interviews, identified specific 
locations of academic engagement. These locations were then presented to all participants 
to determine their relevance to the reality of the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience. 
 There were nine locations identified during the structured interviews (Table 4.9). 
Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are five distinct 
groups in this network (Appendix F7). Within each group, agents clustered around 
specific locations, and these are used to define each group (Table 4.9). 
 Agents in Group 1 appear to engage in academic work in dorm rooms or 
apartments. Agents in Group 2 appear to engage in academic work in the student-athlete 
enrichment program (SAEP) offices and quiet places. Agents in Group 3 engage in 
academic work in the library and in the football operations facility. Agents in Group 4 
appear to engage in academic work primarily in class. Agents in Group 5 appear to 
engage in academic work in the SAEP study hall room. These group definitions set the 
stage for a better understanding of this network following an analysis of the overlay of 





Class, major, side of the ball, PGPR and race are the attributes that helped 
delineate or define the five Newman’s groups in this network. Agents in Group 1, 
engaging in academic work primarily in dorm rooms and apartments, are predominantly 
upperclassmen and include a substantial cluster of agents majoring in business. Agents in 
Group 2, engaging in academic work primarily in SAEP offices and quiet places, tend to 
have low PGPRs, major in the social sciences, and are predominantly Black. Agents in 
Group 3, engaging in academic work primarily in the library and the West Zone, tend to 
be upperclassmen. Agents in Group 4, engaging in academic work primarily in class, are 
likely upperclassmen and play on the offensive side of the ball. Agents in Group 5, 
engaging in academic work primarily in the SAEP study hall room, are primarily 
underclassmen with low PGPRs who are predominantly Black. 
Table 4.9 
Distinct Groups Defined by Locations 
Locations Group Group Definition 
1. My dorm room or apartment 
1 Dorm rooms or apartments 2. Another student’s dorm room or 
apartment 
3. Advisor’s office 
2 SAEP offices and quiet places 4. Quiet room in SAEP facility 
5. Learning specialist’s office 
6. Class 3 Class 
7. West Zone 4 Library and West Zone 8. Library 







In summation, while academic performance within college does not reveal 
patterns in this network, the groups that have low PGPRs, reflecting academic 
performance concerns, (Groups 2 and 5) are logically found to cluster within Vickery 
Hall. Interestingly, the older students (Group 2) appear to be comfortable performing 
academic work within advisor and learning specialist offices, whereas the younger 
students (Group 5) appear to be more comfortable working in the study hall room. Race 
appears to be a significant factor in Groups 2 and 5, as all but six of the forty-three agents 
in these two groups are Black. 
Agent x Personal Goals 
The agent by personal goals network consists of agents by goals outside of 
academics related to the college experience. To develop this network, students were 
asked, “What personal goals or accomplishments do you most want to achieve in 
college?” (Appendix C). The visualization of this network (Appendix E8) reflects the 
interaction of agents with shared academic goals. Individual participants, during the 
course of structured interviews, identified specific goals. The goals were then presented 
to all participants to determine their relevance to the reality of the college football 
student-athlete’s academic experience. 
 There were twelve personal goals identified during the structured interviews 
(Table 4.10). Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are 
three distinct groups in this network (Appendix F8). Within each group, agents cluster 






Distinct Groups Defined by Personal Goals 
Personal Goals Group Group Definition 
1. Develop as an athlete 
1 Football participation 
2. Develop job skills 
3. Be a contributor to the football team 
4. Be a starter on the football team 
5. Build relationships to help with career success 
2 
Personal 
development and a 
‘bigger’ sense of the 
college experience 
6. Develop as a person 
7. Be a part of something bigger than myself 
8. Experience winning football 
9. Influence others 






11. Receive national recognition for academic 
performance 
12. Receive team recognition for academic 
performance 
  
Agents in Group 1 interact over goals that are primarily focused on participating 
in football (be a contributor on the football team, be a starter on the football team, 
develop as an athlete), while also preparing for a future career (develop job skills). 
Agents in Group 2 cluster about goals (be a part of something bigger than myself, 
experience winning football, influence others)that are indicative of a desire to be a part of 
something bigger than an individual, while also being focused on personal development 
(build relationships to help with career success, develop as a person). Agents in Group 3 
interact over a desire for recognition of athletic accomplishments.  
Attributes overlaid on this network added little to help further delineate or define 
these three Newman’s groups. Only major (science) in Group 1 and position rank (1st 





on the 1st team in Group 3 provides a logical link to a substantial desire for recognition of 
athletic accomplishments, as 1st teamers are the individuals in the best position to garner 
such recognition. 
 Overall, the patterns of interaction within the agent by personal goals network 
appear to be limited and, therefore, offer very little with respect to understanding the 
football meta-network and the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
Agent x Pressures 
The agent by pressures network consists of agents and the pressures that are 
central to their college academic experiences. To develop this network, students were 
asked to “Select the greatest sources of pressure you most feel in your college 
experience.” (Appendix C). The visualization of this network (Appendix E9) reflects the 
interaction of agents through shared pressures. Individual participants, during the course 
of structured interviews, identified specific pressures they have encountered in their roles 
as college football student-athletes. These pressures were then presented to all 
participants to determine their relevance to the reality of the college football student-
athlete’s academic experience. 
 There were eighteen pressures identified during the structured interviews (Table 
4.11). Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are four 
distinct groups in this network (Appendix F9). Within each group, agents clustered 
around specific pressures, and these are used to define each group (Table 4.11). 
 Agents in Group 1 interact over pressures stemming primarily from expectations 





coaches’ expectations). Agents in Group 2 cluster about the pressures associated with 
attention and expectations of individuals and groups external to the athletic department 
(dealing with social expectations that run counter to personal beliefs or team rules, fan 
attention, friends’ expectations, media attention, personal expectations). 
Agents in Group 3 consider outsiders’ expectations off the football field 
(academic responsibilities, representing the entire football team at all times, social 
expectations to drink alcohol, social expectations to do drugs) to be pressures central to 
their college experience. Agents in Group 4 interact over pressures related to managing 
their busy schedules and to the expectations of on-campus individuals and groups 
external to the athletic department (the motivation of people outside of the football 
program for interacting with me, trying to manage time, blending in with the general 
public in social settings, blending in with the general student body in academic settings, 
dealing with negative attitudes of professors about football student-athletes, dealing with 
negative attitudes of students about football student-athletes).  
The only attribute to help further define the groups in this network is major. 
Agents in Group 1, who are clustered around pressures stemming from expectations of 
the athletic department staff, include all but two of the art majors in the network and half 
of the PRTM majors in the network. Agents in Group 3, who struggle with expectations 
of personal actions outside of football, include over half of the agents majoring in science 
in the network. Agents in Group 4, who feel pressure from on-campus individuals and 
groups outside the athletic department, include approximately half of all agents majoring 






Distinct Groups Defined by Pressures 
Pressures Group Group Definition 





2. Academic advisor expectations 
3. Coaches’ expectations 
4. Dealing with social expectations that run counter to 





groups external to 
the athletic 
department 
5. Fan attention 
6. Friends’ expectations 
7. Media attention 
8. Personal expectations 




outside of football 
10. Representing the entire football program at all times 
11. Social expectations to drink alcohol 
12. Social expectations to use drugs 






groups external to 
the athletic 
department 
14. Trying to manage your time 
15. Blending in with the general public in social settings 
16. Blending in with the general student body in 
academic settings 
17. Dealing with neg. attitudes of professors about FB 
student-athletes 
18. Dealing with neg. attitudes of students about FB 
student-athletes 
 
 Overall, the patterns of interaction within the agent by pressures network appear 
to be limited and, therefore, offer very little with respect to understanding the football 
meta-network and the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
Agent x Resource 
The agent by resource network consists of agents and the resources they use to 
complete academic work. To develop this network, students were asked, “Which 





visualization of this network (Appendix E10) reflects the interaction of agents through 
shared resources. Individual participants, during the course of structured interviews, 
identified specific resources. These resources were then presented to all participants to 
determine their relevance to the reality of the college football student-athlete’s academic 
experience. 
 There were sixteen resources identified during the structured interviews (Table 
4.12). Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are five 
distinct groups in this network (Appendix F10). Within each group, agents clustered 
around specific resources, and these are used to define each group (Table 4.12). 
Table 4.12 
Distinct Groups Defined by Resources 
Resources Group Group Definition 
1. Online catalog 1 Online catalog and study guides 2. Study guides 
3. Laptop 2 Laptop 
4. Roommate 





9. Text books 
4 Class-related materials 10. Calculator 
11. CCIT (campus technical support) 
12. Planner 
5 People and materials in the SAEP facility 
13. Learning specialist 









Agents in Group 1 form a small cluster and share a common linkage to the online 
catalog and study guides. Agents in Group 2 are clustered around a single resource 
(laptop). Agents in Group 3 appear likely to utilize people and place outside of the SAEP 
facility (roommate, library, classmates, faculty, internet) when engaging in academic 
work. Agents in Group 4 interact over class-related resources (text books, calculator) and 
utilize university’s computer help desk for technical support. Agents in Group 5 cluster 
around SAEP facility, its people (learning specialists, tutors, strategic tutors, advisors), 
and material resources (planner). 
Overlaying attributes on top of the five Newman’s groups within this network 
enables a clearer understanding of the possible influence that specific resources have on 
football student-athletes. While overlaying attributes does not provide additional insight 
into each of the five groups, it does provide revelations regarding class, CGPR, major, 
PGPR, and race that may be applicable to the greater meta-network. 
There are no distinguishable patterns resulting from the attribute overlay on 
Groups 1 and 2. Group 3, however, contains agents who are predominantly White 
upperclassmen, who are likely to have high CGPRs. This overlay is noteworthy as 
predominantly White agents with high CGPRs are grouped around entities that reflect a 
strong connection with the culture outside of the football program and the SAEP facility. 
Agents in Group 4 contain a substantial cluster of business majors, partially explaining 
their reliance on materials for class (calculators). Agents in Group 5 are predominantly 





understanding of why people and materials in the SAEP facility are central to the 
academic experience of the agents in Group 5. 
In conclusion, the agents in this network appear to be influenced by resources in 
ways that offer some insight into the academic performance and the overall academic 
experience of college football student-athletes. Race, class, major, CGPRs, and PGPRs 
are the attributes that shine some level of enhanced understanding on this network. 
Agent x Task 
The agent by task network consists of agents and the tasks necessary to perform 
academically. To develop this network, students were asked, “What tasks do you do that 
significantly affect your academic performance?” (Appendix C). The visualization of this 
network (Appendix E11) reflects the interaction of agents through shared tasks. 
Individual participants, during the course of structured interviews, identified specific 
tasks related to academic performance. These tasks were then presented to all participants 
to determine their relevance to the reality of the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience. 
 There were thirteen tasks identified during the structured interviews (Table 4.13). 
Newman’s method of grouping nodes within ORA reveals that there are three distinct 
groups in this network (Appendix F11). Within each group, agents clustered around 
specific tasks, and these are used to define each group (Table 4.13). 
 For agents in Group 1 prioritizing all activities and performing required tasks for 
class are central to their academic experience. Agents in Group 2 use of human resources 






central to their academic experience. Planning (develop and use a schedule to stay on top 
of academic work), working hard (give effort in class), and utilizing the people in the 
SAEP facility (meet with SAEP advisors and tutors, work with learning specialists)are 
tasks central to the academic experiences for agents in Group 3. 
Table 4.13 
Distinct Groups Defined by Tasks 






tasks for class 
2. Use the library 
3. Attend class 
4. Complete your assignments 
5. Prioritize academic, athletic, and social activities 
6. Develop relationships with classmates 
2 Utilize human resources 7. Develop relationships with professors 8. Seek help when you need it 
9. Develop and use a schedule to stay on top of 
academic work 
3 
Plan, work hard, 
and utilize the 
people in SAEP 
10. Work with learning specialists 
11. Give effort in class 
12. Meet with tutors 
13. Meet with SAEP advisors 
 
Overlaying attributes on top of the three Newman’s groups within this network 
enables a clearer understanding of how specific tasks influence the network. While 
overlaying attributes does not provide additional insight into Group 2, it does provide 
revelations into the meanings of Groups 1 and 3 and regarding class, major, PGPR, and 
race that may be applicable to the greater meta-network. 
Group 1 contains agents who are predominantly White upperclassmen, who are 





predominantly freshmen and sophomores, likely with low PGPRs, and are predominantly 
Black. Again, a grouping of underclassmen agents with low PGPRs are associated with 
SAEP.  
In conclusion, the agents in this network appear to be influenced by tasks in ways 
that offer some insight into the academic performance and the overall academic 
experience of college football student-athletes. Race, class, major, and PGPRs are the 
attributes that shine some level of enhanced understanding on this network. 
Summary 
Distinct groups of agents exist and vary throughout the 13 networks of the college 
football student-athlete meta-network. Despite the variety, there is evidence of groupings 
that are consistent throughout the meta-network. These groupings are defined by class, 
major, side of the ball, race, predicted grade point ratio (PGPR), first-year grade point 
ratio (FYGPR), and cumulative grade point ratio (CGPR). 
A number of groups within the meta-network were clearly defined by the 
academic performance of its members. This was true for high and low academic 
performers. The presence of groups defined by academic performance enabled me to 
explore the mechanisms that may lead to certain levels of performance. Communication 
with respect to academics, establishing goals, and developing relationships are essential 
processes in this area. Additionally, class, major, side of the ball, and race are elements of 






The belief structure explored in this study was based on the participant’s reality of 
their college academic experience. The network based on student-athlete beliefs consisted 
of three distinct groups that were influenced by mechanisms associated with the year in 
school of student-athletes clustering in each group. Younger student-athletes, still 
influenced by the recruiting process and their indoctrination into SAEP, grouped together 
around the central belief that academic success is encouraged by the athletic culture at 
this university, but requires hard work due to the university’s strong academic reputation.  
Older student-athletes were split based on whether they believed the university’s 
environment, their athletic responsibilities, and their interactions with other students, 
faculty, and staff were conducive to academic success. One group centered on the belief 
that, though they possess the potential for academic success, their potential is hampered 
by athletic responsibilities and a negative racial climate on campus. The other group 
centered on the belief that they, too, possess the potential for academic success, but it is 
supported within the university by positive interactions with classmates and faculty. 
The student-athletes who are most likely in the know, are group leader, are 
potentially influential, or may be emergent leaders, were identified using network 
measures produced in ORA. After identifying the influential student-athletes, I explored 
how the network might change, especially with respect to the underlying belief structure, 
if actions were taken to neutralize critical agents. I ran one simulation where the most 
influential student-athlete (based on the measures of centrality listed in Table 4.2) was 





negative perspectives being central to each group, and illustrated the influence of 







 This chapter will address the supporting questions, discuss the football student-
athlete meta-network, present a theoretical model of the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience, and discuss implications for further research. 
Research Questions 
The following question directed this study: How do the interactions of student-
athletes, academically-related beliefs, perceived pressures, institutional agents and 
entities, etc. influence the college football student-athlete’s academic experience? 
Supporting questions were:  
1. What distinct groups, related to the college football student-athlete’s academic 
experience, are found within the football meta-network? 
2. How does the football student-athlete’s dynamic network of relationships 
influence his academic performance? 
3. How do interactive dynamics influence the beliefs of football student-
athletes? 
4. Who are the critical agents within the football student-athlete meta-network? 
5. How would the football student-athlete meta-network change if certain actions 
(i.e. remediation or removal of critical agents) were taken to influence the 





My intent is to answer the question directing this study by the end of this chapter. 
Throughout the context of this study and within the content of this paper, I have 
attempted to address the supporting questions. The following is a brief summary of the 
findings associated with each supporting question: 
1. There were between three and six distinct groups identified in each of the 13 
networks. While these groups varied from network to network, there were 
some categorical elements that were consistent (i.e. class, major, side of the 
ball, race, PGPR, FYGPR, and CGPR). 
2. CGPR was found to be related to student-athlete interactions with academic 
goals, influences, and each other. This was true for distinct groups of high 
academic performers and distinct groups of low academic performers. 
3. Beliefs were found to have some relation to how long the student-athletes had 
attended the university. Freshmen and sophomores were still enamored with 
the school, whereas juniors and seniors seemed to split into two groups. The 
split was with respect to the role that the students perceived the university 
environment played in their academic experience. One group perceived the 
role to be a positive, whereas the other perceived the role to be a detriment. 
4. Critical agents were identified at the beginning of Chapter IV as those who are 
in the know, group leaders, potentially influential, and possibly emergent 
leaders. While the identities of these agents were removed per research 
guidelines, the strength of their potential influence was exemplified in the 





5. Critical agents identified in the Organizational Risk Analyzer (ORA) have the 
potential to be very influential among their peers. One such agent was 
identified as a leader in the belief group with negative perceptions about the 
university. When he was neutralized, the beliefs became more evenly spread 
throughout the network. 
These questions were explored with the notion that they would lead to a model of the 
college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
The Meta-Network 
A meta-network is defined simply as a “group of networks” (Carley, 2010). The 
meta-network representing the group of student-athlete networks that this study has 
focused on is relatively dense, highly connected, loosely coupled, and moderately 
hierarchical. The context and complexity of the meta-network was presented in the 
previous chapter. The following sections discuss the observations of the meta-network 
and the specific attributes that appear to define the groupings within it. It also synthesizes 
the findings from the analysis of individual networks toward a model of the college 
football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
Class 
 Football student-athletes enter college with a lot of hype stemming from their 
athletic accomplishments in high school. Yet when they arrive on campus, three weeks 
prior to their classmates in the general student body, they are immediately placed at the 
bottom of the depth chart (this is reflected in the agent x agent class and agent x agent 





longer the superstars on their athletic team, and they temporarily put aside ambitions for 
athletic recognition (see agent x agent personal goals network). One student-athlete had 
this to say with respect to coming to college: 
There is so much hype coming in. You want to be successful, but you see 
people (fans and bloggers) doubting you. 
Another student-athlete explained his experience with the hype and the transition to 
college in the following way: 
Media and recruiting sites put too much pressure on you to perform in 
college because you were the king of the school in high school. I didn’t 
come here expecting anything [with respect to my athletic performance]. 
Nobody asked for that [hype]. 
Once school starts, the athletic roles of freshmen typically remain at the bottom of 
the team hierarchy, and they are thrown into student-athlete academic enrichment 
programs that require hours of time commitment throughout the day and often into the 
night. They become dependent on the people, materials, and services found in the 
building where these programs are housed (agent x location, agent x resources, and agent 
x tasks networks). One student-athlete explained that student-athlete enrichment program 
“helps freshmen set up their schedule, establish good academic habits, and prioritize” 
their many commitments. For some, especially those with low levels of academic 





program are central to their college academic experience until it ends (agent x influence 
network). 
 This is how the college academic experience begins for the football student-
athlete. He does not, however, encounter the initial shock of college in isolation, but 
rather shares these experiences with a cohort of 20-25 other first-year college football 
student-athletes. They enter this stage of life together, sharing beliefs about their school 
of choice that were instilled in them while being recruited by coaches on the football staff 
(agent x beliefs network). These beliefs, along with academic goals, social interactions, 
locations of academic engagement, importance of academic resources, and necessity of 
academic tasks, evolve as the football student-athlete progresses through his college 
academic experience. Some student-athletes in the cohort will evolve together in one 
direction, whereas others will evolve in another. 
The college football student-athlete meta-network depicts how these individuals 
tend to cluster together (Figure 5.1). As seen in Figure 5.1, football student-athletes 
cluster with those in their same class, especially early on in their college academic 
experience. Class is a central element in the college football student-athlete’s meta-



































Figure 5.1. Agents identified by class in the football meta-network. 
Major 
 Football student-athletes begin college majoring in a diverse array of subject areas 
(agent x agent academic attitude, and agent x agent class networks). By their senior year, 
however, most who continue to cluster together have defaulted into the social sciences 
(sociology, psychology, economics, political science). There are examples of 













tasks networks). In those instances, it appears that the student-athletes have broken their 
dependence on student-athlete academic enrichment programs (SAEP) and engage in 
academic work outside of the SAEP facility and are focused on required classroom tasks, 
also outside of the SAEP facility. 
 Academic majors of football student-athletes highlight the phenomenon of 
dependence on student-athlete enrichment programs. Student-athletes who cluster 
together in certain majors appear to have difficulty becoming independent learners. This 
is especially pronounced for social science majors (agent x location and agent x 
resources). Business majors, who cluster together, tend to branch out from Vickery Hall 
and academically engage in other locations and with other resources, while performing 
tasks specific to their major. A junior student-athlete majoring in business offered this 
perspective of his independence of all things football while engaging academically: 
I try not to let people know I’m a football player. I don’t sit with other 
football players in class. I try to create relationships with classmates who 
are not football players. 
There are undoubtedly students and student-athletes in all academic disciplines 
who are committed to becoming independent learners. It is likely that there are student-
athletes participating in this study majoring in the social sciences who fit this description. 
What we have found, however, is that student-athletes in this study, who cluster together, 
experience college in different ways (independently or dependently), and that experience 





Side of the Ball 
Football is a complex game consisting of various schemes, strategies, and 
specialized players. The complex nature of the game requires individuals to understand 
their role on the team, as well as the roles of those with whom they are interdependent. 
For example, on a passing play, the quarterback must know his role is to throw the ball to 
the open receiver. He typically has less than four seconds to find a receiver, so he must 
also know what routes all available receivers are running. As he looks for the open 
receiver, he goes through a progression that involves understanding where opposing 
players are aligned. Occasionally, the opposing team may rush more players than the 
quarterback has blocking for him, so he must also know the blocking assignments of all 
the players not running routes. 
 This example of the complex nature of the game of football illustrates the 
interdependent relationship of players on the team. The student-athletes self-organize 
based on the side of the ball on which they play, because that is where athletic 
interdependencies are the greatest. Understanding the complexities of the game and of 
your teammates requires significant time and effort. The time and effort that football 
student-athletes put into their athletic relationships transcends the field of play and shapes 
their academic goals, attitudes, discussions, influences, and locations of academic 
engagement. The academic relationships observed in this study through clusters of 







 Previous studies (Shulman & Bowen, 2000) have acknowledged the struggle 
between academic and athletic cultures competing for the time and attention of student-
athletes. While this study has revealed evidence of this struggle (agent x academic goals 
network), it has also revealed the broader cultural influence of race on the college 
football student-athlete’s academic experience. D’Augelli and Hershberger (1993) 
indicate that African-Americans experience college differently than traditional White 
students do. The findings in the current study would suggest an extension of this 
assessment to student-athletes as well.  
 Of the 104 participants in this study, 65 (63%) are Black. By comparison, Black, 
non-Hispanic students make up 7% of the total undergraduate population at Clemson 
(CommonDataSet, 2009). Fries-Britt and Turner (2002) found that African Americans 
often seek a critical mass of other African American students on campus to assist in their 
integration into the institution’s environment. This finding proved true when compared to 
observations in the current study. Black football student-athletes cluster together at the 
individual network level (agent x agent academic attitudes, agent x agent discuss 
academics, agent x agent social, agent x influence, agent x location, and agent x tasks 
networks) and, as shown in Figure 5.2, at the meta-network level. 
 What is obvious about Black football student-athletes on a predominantly White 
campus is they are Black and they are student-athletes. They walk into class, frequently 
wearing gear issued by the athletic department, and looking differently than 93% of the 





classmates) perceiving they need help because of their race and the threat of negative 
stereotypes about their capacity to perform academically affect the Black college 
student’s academic performance. The findings in the current study suggest that the dual 
threat of racial and student-athlete stereotypes in the classroom affect the college student-
athlete’s academic experience, especially for Black student-athletes. One Black student-
athlete had this to say regarding his experience: 
You can’t hide [on campus]. Others know you’re a football player, and you have 
to deal with the stereotypes of being a ‘dumb football player’. I’d rather not be 




































Another Black student-athlete offered these comments about how he is seen on campus: 
People think we are all the same. A lot of professors don’t care for football 
players, because other players have screwed around in the past. Females 
on campus think football players are dogs. People think that everything we 
got is easy. 
Interestingly, Race is not the predominant characteristic that the participants 
reference when discussing pressures and stereotypes. The pressures and stereotypes are, 
nevertheless, eerily similar to the fears referred to by Moore (2001). Race is a significant 
underlying feature influencing the academic experiences of many college football 
student-athletes, as evidenced by the clusters of Black student-athletes throughout the 
football meta-network.  
Grade Point Ratios 
 Grade point ratios (GPRs) measure a student’s ability to perform with respect to 
the expectations of faculty. While faculty may assign grades based on varying criteria 
(i.e. attendance, effort, participation, papers, presentations, tests), their expectations 
represent the academic culture of a classroom, a subject area or major, and ultimately a 
school (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). There are multiple GPR measures that describe a 







GPR (FYGPR), and the cumulative GPR (CGPR). Each one has a demonstrated 
correlation with the interactions and relationships of college football student-athletes at 
the level of individual networks. As seen in Figures 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5 each GPR also has a 































































































































Figure 5.5. Agents identified by CGPR in the football meta-network. 
 
 
A significant amount of literature is dedicated to the college student’s first year. 
Both Tinto (1975) and Astin (1993) developed models to predict the persistence of 
college student’s based on their first-year experience in college. University admissions 
officers have based admissions decisions on predictions of how well a student might 















school GPR, and strength of high school into a number that is intended to reflect a 
student’s potential FYGPR.  
Studies indicate that the PGPR does a good job of predicting FYGPR on large 
groups (Lane, 2003). With respect to the participants in this study, however, the 
predicative power is not as good (Table 5.1), as the unweighted PGPR for population was 
2.38 and the unweighted FYGPR was 2.70. Institutional research provided PGPRs for 94 
of the 104 participants in this study. Those not provided reflected transfer students or 
participants who chose not to have their data included. Despite its inability to predict 
FYGPR for this population of student-athletes, PGPR does correlate with student-athlete 
goals (agent x academic goals network), agent relationships (all agent x agent networks), 
associations with influences (agent x influence network), locations of academic 
engagement (agent x location network), and the resources and tasks selected as critical to 
academic performance (agent x resource, agent x task networks). These relationships are 
indicative of the influence of pre-college academic preparation on the college football 
student-athlete’s academic experience. 
FYGPR is more closely related to a college football student-athlete’s academic 
performance than is PGPR. This finding seems logical, since its measures are based on 
performance in college and not performance prior to college as those of the PGPR are. 
FYGPR can only be calculated for students who have completed their first year of college 
at Clemson. This eliminates current freshmen and transfers from the data provided by 





were also excluded from this calculation. Of the 104 participants in the study, 75 had 
FYGPRs that factored into the analysis.  
Table 5.1 
Football Student-Athlete Academic Performance 
  FYGPR CGPR  
 No. % No. % 
> PGPR 61 58.7% 73 70.2% 
< PGPR 14 13.5% 20 19.2% 
N/A 29 27.9% 11 10.6% 
Total 104 100.0% 104 100.0% 
 
The percentage of participants with computed FYGPRs greater than their PGPRs 
was 83%. This statistic appears to indicate that something abnormal, yet positive, is 
happening with respect to the first-year academic performance of this group of students. 
Clusters of student-athletes with similar FYGPRs are evident in the meta-network (Figure 
5.3), just as they were in the four agent by agent networks. A comparison of football 
student-athlete FYGPRs to their PGPRs depicts a brighter academic experience for them 
at the end of year one than had been predicted by admissions. 
The purpose of this study was to explore the entire academic experience of the 
college football student-athlete. While PGPRs and FYGPRs are certainly measures of 
academic performance that add depth to the current exploration, the college football 
student-athlete’s academic performance is ultimately defined by his cumulative grade 
point ratio (CGPR). The CGPR measures the totality of a student’s academic 
performance in college. Comparisons of the CGPRs of students in different classes (i.e. 
freshmen-to-seniors) need to be studied closely, as the body of academic work completed 





comparison to a senior with over 110 hours of credits in his last semester. Nevertheless, 
such comparisons are appropriate if the stated purpose of this paper is to be achieved. 
In the current study, student-athletes cluster with other student-athletes who have 
similar CGPRs. This is true for both High and Low academic performers. These clusters 
are also influenced by class, major, side of the ball, and race (Table 5.2). CGPRs are a 
result of the college football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
Table 5.2  
Cumulative Grade Point Ratios of Distinct Groups Defined by Clusters of Attributes 
  CGPR 
Attributes (networks) Networks with Clusters Present High Low 
Class: Senior academic goals   x 
 agent academic attitudes  x 
 agent discuss academics  x 
 influence  x 
 resources x  
Class: Junior academic goals   x 
 influence  x 
 agent discuss academics x  
Class: Sophomore agent academic attitudes  x 
 influence  x 
Class: Freshman academic goals  x  
 agent academic attitudes x  
 agent class x  
 agent discuss academics x  
 agent social x  
Major: Business academic goals  x 
 agent academic attitudes x  
 agent discuss academics x  
Major: PRTM agent academic attitudes  x 
Major: Science agent academic attitudes x  
Major: Social Science academic goals   x 
 agent academic attitudes  x 
 agent discuss academics  x 






  CGPR 
Attributes (networks) Networks with Clusters Present High Low 
Side of the Ball: Defense agent academic attitudes  x 
 agent discuss academics  x 
 agent social  x 
 influence  x 
 agent discuss academics x  
Side of the Ball: Offense academic goals  x  
 agent academic attitudes x  
 agent discuss academics x  
 influence x  
Side of the Ball: Specialists agent academic attitudes x  
Race: Black agent academic attitudes  x 
 agent social  x 
 influence  x 
 agent discuss academics x  
Race: White academic goals  x  
 agent academic attitudes x  
 agent discuss academics x  
 resources x  
 
Note. Consistent with requirements for awards of academic recognition and admission to most graduate school programs, GPRs of 
clusters are considered High if the belonged to groups consisting of a substantial number of student-athletes with GPRs of 3.0 and 
higher. Consistent with the SAEP’s requirement for release from mandatory study hall obligations, GPRs of clusters are considered 
Low if they belong to groups consisting of a substantial number of student-athletes with GPRs of below 2.5.  
 
The Model of the College Football Student-Athlete’s Academic Experience 
 Creswell (1998) indicates that grounded theory research studies are to conclude 
with the presentation of “the actual theory the form of a visual model” (p.37). Figure 5.6 
is a model of the college football student-athlete’s academic experience that emerged 












































(Entrenched in the athletic culture) 






























The Story of the College Football Student-Athlete’s Academic Experience 
 The college football student-athlete’s academic experience is defined by how he 
engages in that experience. He is faced with options of independently integrating into the 
academic environment by interacting with faculty and classmates or entrenching himself 
in the athletic culture and depending on the support of student-athlete enrichment 
personnel, coaches, and teammates. 
The college football student-athlete’s academic experience occurs along a 
continuum marked by the student’s year in school. Similar to the models developed by 
Astin (1993) and Tinto (1975), this model of student experience considers the influence 
of pre-college inputs on the experience. It depicts how student-athlete’s, fresh from 
experiencing the recruiting process, enter the university dependent on the athletic culture 
to help them acclimate to this new experience. Pressures from a variety of sources shape 
the student’s academic experience, and at some point along the continuum a phase 
transition occurs. This transition is followed by the student avoiding interaction with 
faculty and students and maintaining dependence on the athletic culture to support his 
academic experience; or by the student rejecting the athletic culture within his academic 
experience and independently engaging in the academic environment of the university. 
 The dynamics at play within this model are resource allocation, discriminatory 
tension, academic goals, and the self-organization of students around attractors. These 
dynamics account for elements of the athletic culture that Shulman and Bowen (2001) 
suggest are the cause of the divergence of the student-athlete’s academic experience from 





the student’s academic engagement, as it applies pressure on the student, denoted by the 
arrows pointing to the student’s path of engagement in the model. These dynamics are at 
the heart of the football student-athlete’s academic experience. 
Resource Allocation 
Resource allocation stems from the administrative leaders present in the model: 
student-athlete enrichment program (SAEP) personnel and coaches. The tutoring and 
learning specialist assistance available in the SAEP make it difficult for some students to 
become independent learners because their academic needs are being met effectively with 
the use of these resources. The likelihood of succumbing to this pressure is influenced 
significantly by the pre-college academic preparation measured by the predicted grade 
point ratio (PGPR). Some students with low PGPRs are funneled into an intense remedial 
program directed by learning specialists, while others with low PGPRs cling to the 
tutoring, advising, and safe-haven of the SAEP facility throughout their college career. 
Those students with relatively high PGPRs are not immune to this dependence on SAEP, 
though they are more likely than the others to engage faculty and students in their 
learning experiences.  
The recruiting process provides the college football student-athlete with his first 
glimpse of the university. At the center of the recruiting process is the coach. Contact 
with prospective college student-athletes is limited by NCAA rules, and only coaches are 
in a position to establish interactive relationships with the student before his college 
career begins. The coach has been previously identified as a significant influence on the 





Pedersen, & Palmer, 2003) and was identified to have significant influence associated 
with the position rank attribute observed in this study. The essence of this attribute and 
the coach’s influence is playing time. It is apparent that, to some extent, the student 
remains entrenched in the athletic culture because he desires to please his coaches and 
earn more playing time. 
 The influence of resources allocated by coaches and the SAEP appear to pull the 
student-athlete toward a dependent academic experience. From a complexity perspective, 
this influence stifles adaptive action, as it is often accompanied by rules that allow the 
administrative leadership within the football meta-network to control the student-athlete’s 
academic performance. As Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009) indicated, the threat posed by 
adaptive dynamics, which in this case may be the loss of eligibility by key players or a 
blow to the university’s reputation caused by academic dishonesty, can be devastating to 
the health of the program and the university. 
Tension 
Discriminatory tension is a mechanism that underlies the belief by the football 
student-athlete that his classmates and professors perceive all football players to be 
“dumb jocks.” Funk (1991) identified this phenomenon, which was also identified by 
participants in this study. The power of the student-athlete’s perception of a negative 
stereotype is better understood when considering that the peer group is the “most potent 
source of influence” on the college student’s academic experience (Astin, 1993, p.318) 
and that the perception of positive relationships with professors leads to positive 





The student-athlete has two options to cope with the pressure created by perceived 
stereotypes and discrimination: he can hide his identity as a football player and blend in 
academically with his classmates, or he can avoid his classmates and professors and 
depend almost exclusively on the athletic culture’s support of his academic experience. 
The student-athlete who does the former tends to engage and integrate into the academic 
culture. The student-athlete who has trouble hiding (i.e. Black student-athletes) are 
discouraged from interacting with classmates and instead cluster with other football 
student-athletes. 
Academic Goals 
The influence of SAEP personnel and coaches can also shape the student-athlete’s 
goals. Minimum cumulative GPRs required to get out of study hall or move off-campus 
are intended to encourage a level of academic independence in student-athlete. As 
evidenced by the “getting by” group within the agent by academic goals network, 
however, required goals may not be as effective at transitioning a dependent student into 
an independent student as are intrinsically developed personal goals. 
Goals such as attending graduate school and professional networking are focused 
on the post-undergraduate experience. Students in this study who clustered around these 
goals were more likely to independently engage in their academic experiences. Their 
interactions with faculty and classmates were more direct and more prevalent than those 
of students who did not share these goals. Typically, a student with an interest in 





Such an interest has been found to encourage involvement in the academic culture of a 
university (Harackiewicz et al., 2002). 
Self-Organization 
Self-organization is the final mechanism represented in the model. As seen by the 
Black student-athletes who are discouraged from interacting with classmates and instead 
attracted to interactions with other Black student-athletes, football student-athletes form 
groups around attractors (i.e. race, side of the ball, major). This clustering facilitates 
adaptive action resulting in unpredictable outcomes that may or may be beneficial to the 
football program. 
Attractors can influence the phase transition in either the dependent or 
independent direction. Peer groups significantly affect the beliefs, values, and actions of 
the individual student (Astin, 1993). This was evident in this study as dependent learners 
were typically Black, defensive players, and/or social science majors. Independent 
learners were typically White, offensive players, and business majors. 
 This model represents the complexity of the college football student-athlete’s 
academic experience. With multiple, dynamic forces pushing and pulling student-athletes 
they experience the academic side of college in one of two ways: 1. Dependent on the 
athletic culture to get them through the academic experience, or 2. Independent of the 
athletic culture and integrated into the academic environment of the university. As a 
model of complexity, the trajectory of the college football student-athlete’s academic 





to a better understanding of the mechanisms at play and inform practitioners of the 
multiple influences that affect football student-athletes. 
Implications for Further Study 
 The findings from this study present several implications for further study and 
practical application, including: the ability or inability of student-athlete enrichment 
programs to develop independent learners; the empowerment of informal leaders within a 
football program to establish a culture of independent learning; the development of a 
belief scale that accurately reflects the perceptions of student-athletes; and the ability of 
this model to explain other student-athlete academic experiences at this and other 
universities . 
 Student-athlete enrichment programs (SAEPs) are judged on the GPRs of student-
athletes. The academic performance and athletic eligibility of student-athletes create 
significant pressures on SAEP personnel resulting in them taking actions that range from 
controlling (as seen in this study) to cheating (Dinich, 2009). The majority of these 
actions result in the student-athlete maintaining a dependency on athletic support services 
throughout his/her college career. This study suggests that SAEPs indeed influence the 
nature of the football student-athlete’s academic experience. Should football student-
athletes be advised about strategies to challenge the negative stereotypes that faculty 
might have about them (Engstrom, Sedlacek, & McEwen, 1995)? It may be of interest to 
leaders in higher education to examine just how the SAEPs at their institutions are 
influencing the student-athlete. Such an examination over a range of schools may also be 





The controls implemented by SAEP staff may indeed be warranted, as many high 
profile student-athletes are specially admitted with poor levels of academic preparation. 
Four years of remediation may provide worthwhile outcomes that these students would 
not have had if not intercollegiate athletics. The findings from this study do not assess 
long-term outcomes for dependent student-athletes. An examination of these outcomes in 
comparison to the outcomes for those who are independent or those who are never 
admitted may be of scholarly interest. 
This study found that the informal student-athlete network can be influential on 
the student-athlete’s academic experience. Informal leaders within this network possess 
the potential to direct that influence in one direction or another. It may be of particular 
interest to coaches and other formal leaders to identify the informal leaders on their teams 
and explore the best way to enable those individuals to lead the program. 
The simulation in which an informal leader of a group with a dissonant belief 
structure was neutralized was focused on belief structures that emerged to some extent 
from pre-determined thematic categories but primarily from participant data. While these 
beliefs reflected the realities of members of the football team, which was the requirement 
for this study, the questions did not fare well under factor analysis; the KMOs for the 
dissonant grouping were not significant. The development of a statistically significant 
belief scale may be of practical value for coaches and other formal leaders who are 
seeking insight on the underlying values of the team. It may also support an interesting 





Finally, the model developed in this study is reflective of participant realities at a 
single institution at a single point in time. It is not intended to predict behavior as much 
as it is intended to inform leadership of the dynamics present in the football student-
athlete’s academic experience. Nevertheless, it presents itself for comparison to the 

























Structured Interview: Elements of Academic Performance 
Structured Interview 
  
 This questionnaire will be used as part of a dissertation study examining the 
network dynamics of the Clemson University football team.  We are trying to identify 
key elements that characterize this team, the football student-athlete experience, and 
academic performance. We are interested in general program elements and not specific 
information about any one team member. Your participation is very important if we are 
to gain an understanding of this dynamic, so we hope you will take 20-30 minutes 
(estimated) to complete this survey. 
 This information will help us develop a more accurate and comprehensive survey 
which will be administered to all football student-athletes at Clemson University in early 
October. Please focus your thinking on this campus – what you have observed and 
experienced regarding academic work at Clemson University. Please be as specific as is 
possible, but clarify as needed. Feel free to ask me if you have any questions or concerns 
regarding the questions being asked on the questionnaire. 
 Following your completing the questionnaire, I may need to follow-up with some 





A. As related to your college experience, what top-five personal goals or 
















































G. What are the top-five tasks that football student-athletes do that is related to 













I. What are the top-five things a student needs to know to navigate through the 





















I appreciate your willingness to participate in an interview to better understand the 
dynamics of the football team. There were a few [was one] questions on the 
questionnaire for which I will need to get more information. 
Follow-up Interview Protocol 
 
[Probe in areas where the initial questionnaire did not produce data saturation or where 
initial coding failed to produce substantial categories. Questions should be derived from 
the original questionnaire and lead participants to consider other possible answers.] 
 
1. As related to your college experience, what top-five personal goals or 
accomplishments do you want to achieve?  
2. What are the top-five academic goals for football student-athletes? 
3. Who are the top-five individuals or groups that influence the academic 
performance of football student-athletes? 
4. What are the top-five locations that football student-athletes engage in academic 
work? 
5. What are the top-five pressures that football student-athletes face on campus? 
6. What are the top-five tasks that football student-athletes do that is related to 
academic performance (i.e. utilize tutors)? 
7. What are your top-five beliefs regarding academics at Clemson University? 
8. What are the top-five things a student needs to know to navigate through the 
academic culture at Clemson University (i.e. how to use blackboard)? 
9. Who or what resources do you use to do academic work (i.e. tutors, calculators )? 
 
 











The Football Student-Athlete’s College Experience 
 
 
Description of the research and your participation 
 
You are invited, along with ALL members of the Clemson University Football team, to 
participate in a research study conducted by Russ Marion and Kyle Young. The purpose 
of this research is to develop an interactive model of the football student-athlete’s college 
experience. 
 
Your participation will involve 1) completion of a questionnaire; 2) permission to utilize 
your academic information on file in the Athletic Department (i.e. Predicted Grade Point 
Ratio, current Grade Point Ratio, end of first year Grade Point Ratio, academic major, 
year in school); and 3) permission to utilize information from your FASFA form on file 
in the Athletic Department to identify family income. 
 
The amount of time required for your participation will be approximately 20-30 minutes. 
 
Risks and discomforts 
 




This research may help us to understand dynamics that influence team and student-athlete 
performance athletically and academically. 
 
Protection of confidentiality 
 
We will do everything we can to protect your privacy. We will be the only individuals 
who know your identity and will code your name, along with those of your teammates 
upon entering the information into the computer. Your identity will not be revealed to 
any coaches, athletic department officials, or in any publication that might result from 









Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate 
and you may withdraw your consent to participate at any time. You will not be penalized 
in any way should you decide not to participate or to withdraw from this study. Should 
you choose not to participate, we will not reveal your identity to any one, including your 




If you have any questions or concerns about this study or if any problems arise, please 
contact (Russ Marion) at Clemson University at 864.656.5105. If you have any questions 
or concerns about your rights as a research participant, please contact the Clemson 




I have read this consent form and have been given the opportunity to ask questions. 
I give my consent to (check the appropriate boxes)… 
 
Yes  No 
 □   □ 1)  participate in the questionnaire of this study; 
 □  □ 2)  utilize your academic information on file in the Athletic Department  
   (i.e. Predicted Grade Point Ratio, current Grade Point Ratio, end of  
   first year Grade Point Ratio, academic major, year in school); and  
 □   □ 3) utilize information from your FASFA form on file in the Athletic  
   Department to identify family income. 
 
Participant’s signature: ________________________________   Date:  ______________ 
 







Student-Athlete Experience Questionnaire 
Questionnaire 
 
Respondent’s Name: ______________________________ 
  
 This survey will be used as part of a dissertation study examining the network 
dynamics of the Clemson University football team.  This knowledge will help us examine 
the football student-athlete experience. The intent of this study is to examine network 
structures and processes relevant to a college football program, and not to scrutinize 
individual academic behavior. The researcher will have access to your identity, however 
names will be coded and no identifying data will be reported to your coaches, the 
university, or in publication. 
 Your participation is very important if we are to gain an understanding of these 
dynamics, so we hope you will take the next 20-30 minutes (estimated) to complete this 
survey. Thank you for your help in this important project. 
 





2. How much time did you spend on academic work during the last game week? 





3. How much time did you spend on athletics during the last game week (Sunday-










4. What are your most important academic goals? Choose all that apply. 
  Attend class 
  Attend graduate school 
  Blend in with the general student body 
  Communicate with classmates 
  Develop job related skills 
  Develop relationships with professors 
 
Get out of mandatory study hall 
 
Be allowed to move off campus 
 Earn a 3.0 GPA or higher 
  Expand your knowledge-base 
  Graduate 
  Maintain athletic eligibility 
  Manage your time 
  Pass all classes 
  Receive conference recognition for academic performance 
  Receive national recognition for academic performance 







5. With which of the following student-athletes do you interact with socially 
on a daily basis?  Choose all that apply. 
 
  Daniel 
  Terrance 
  Thomas 
  Daniel 
  Durrell 
  Matthew 
  Spencer 
  Daquan 
  Tajh 
  Andre 
  Xavier 
  Jaron 
  Kantrell 
  Kourtnei 
  Crezdon 
  Jeremy 
  Chandler 
  Sadat 
  Chris 
  Miguel 
  Quandon 
  Brandon 
  Byron 
  Mason 
  Kavell 
  Scotty 
  Jamie 
  Chad 
  Xavier 
  Andre 
  Phillip 
  Tyler 
  Brandon 
  Jacoby 
  William 
  Dalton 
  Marcus 
  Malliciah 
  Jamarcus 
  Chris 
  Rashard 
  Jamie 
  Isaac 
  Corico 
  Brock 
  Stanley 
  Richard 
  JK 
  Jarvis 
  Kyle 
  Marquan 
  Mansa 
  Willy 
  Cory 
  Shawn 
  Carlton 
  Matthew 
  Byron 
  Brandon 
  Antoine 
  Deandre 
  Roderick 
  Robert 
  Bryce 
  Jamal 
  Jonathan 
  Amsey 
  Matthew 
  Rennie 
  Kasey 
  Wilson 
  Nicholas 
  Kenneth 
  Michael 
  Kyle 
  Phillip 
  Ben 
  Chris 
  Tarik 
  Matt  
  Ricky 
  Coty 
  Tyler 
  Spencer 
  Caleb 
  Matt 
  Darrell 
  David 
  CJ 
  Rendrick 
  Brandon 
  Brandon 
  Andrew 
  Michael 
  Landon 
  Ronald 
  Conner 
  Jonathan 
  John 






6. With whom are you most likely to discuss academic work, discuss 
academic concerns, study, etc.? Choose all that apply. 
 
  Daniel 
  Terrance 
  Thomas 
  Daniel 
  Durrell 
  Matthew 
  Spencer 
  Daquan 
  Tajh 
  Andre 
  Xavier 
  Jaron 
  Kantrell 
  Kourtnei 
  Crezdon 
  Jeremy 
  Chandler 
  Sadat 
  Chris 
  Miguel 
  Quandon 
  Brandon 
  Byron 
  Mason 
  Kavell 
  Scotty 
  Jamie 
  Chad 
  Xavier 
  Andre 
  Phillip 
  Tyler 
  Brandon 
  Jacoby 
  William 
  Dalton 
  Marcus 
  Malliciah 
  Jamarcus 
  Chris 
  Rashard 
  Jamie 
  Isaac 
  Corico 
  Brock 
  Stanley 
  Richard 
  JK 
  Jarvis 
  Kyle 
  Marquan 
  Mansa 
  Willy 
  Cory 
  Shawn 
  Carlton 
  Matthew 
  Byron 
  Brandon 
  Antoine 
  Deandre 
  Roderick 
  Robert 
  Bryce 
  Jamal 
  Jonathan 
  Amsey 
  Matthew 
  Rennie 
  Kasey 
  Wilson 
  Nicholas 
  Kenneth 
  Michael 
  Kyle 
  Phillip 
  Ben 
  Chris 
  Tarik 
  Matt  
  Ricky 
  Coty 
  Tyler 
  Spencer 
  Caleb 
  Matt 
  Darrell 
  David 
  CJ 
  Rendrick 
  Brandon 
  Brandon 
  Andrew 
  Michael 
  Landon 
  Ronald 
  Conner 
  Jonathan 
  John 






7. What individuals or groups most influence your academic performance? 
Choose all that apply. 
  Becky Bowman 
  Wayne ‘Cheech’ Coffman 
  Classmates 
 
Friends 
 Coach Swinney 
  Family 
  God 
  Jeff Davis 
  Lawson Clary 
  Major academic advisor 








  Position coach 
  Position group 
  Professors 
  Recruiting coach 
  Significant other 
  Strategic tutors 






8. With whom have you had the same classes over the past year?  
Choose all that apply. 
 
  Daniel 
  Terrance 
  Thomas 
  Daniel 
  Durrell 
  Matthew 
  Spencer 
  Daquan 
  Tajh 
  Andre 
  Xavier 
  Jaron 
  Kantrell 
  Kourtnei 
  Crezdon 
  Jeremy 
  Chandler 
  Sadat 
  Chris 
  Miguel 
  Quandon 
  Brandon 
  Byron 
  Mason 
  Kavell 
  Scotty 
  Jamie 
  Chad 
  Xavier 
  Andre 
  Phillip 
  Tyler 
  Brandon 
  Jacoby 
  William 
  Dalton 
  Marcus 
  Malliciah 
  Jamarcus 
  Chris 
  Rashard 
  Jamie 
  Isaac 
  Corico 
  Brock 
  Stanley 
  Richard 
  JK 
  Jarvis 
  Kyle 
  Marquan 
  Mansa 
  Willy 
  Cory 
  Shawn 
  Carlton 
  Matthew 
  Byron 
  Brandon 
  Antoine 
  Deandre 
  Roderick 
  Robert 
  Bryce 
  Jamal 
  Jonathan 
  Amsey 
  Matthew 
  Rennie 
  Kasey 
  Wilson 
  Nicholas 
  Kenneth 
  Michael 
  Kyle 
  Phillip 
  Ben 
  Chris 
  Tarik 
  Matt  
  Ricky 
  Coty 
  Tyler 
  Spencer 
  Caleb 
  Matt 
  Darrell 
  David 
  CJ 
  Rendrick 
  Brandon 
  Brandon 
  Andrew 
  Michael 
  Landon 
  Ronald 
  Conner 
  Jonathan 
  John 






9. Which of the following have attitudes regarding academic work similar to 
yours?  
Choose all that apply. 
  Daniel 
  Terrance 
  Thomas 
  Daniel 
  Durrell 
  Matthew 
  Spencer 
  Daquan 
  Tajh 
  Andre 
  Xavier 
  Jaron 
  Kantrell 
  Kourtnei 
  Crezdon 
  Jeremy 
  Chandler 
  Sadat 
  Chris 
  Miguel 
  Quandon 
  Brandon 
  Byron 
  Mason 
  Kavell 
  Scotty 
  Jamie 
  Chad 
  Xavier 
  Andre 
  Phillip 
  Tyler 
  Brandon 
  Jacoby 
  William 
  Dalton 
  Marcus 
  Malliciah 
  Jamarcus 
  Chris 
  Rashard 
  Jamie 
  Isaac 
  Corico 
  Brock 
  Stanley 
  Richard 
  JK 
  Jarvis 
  Kyle 
  Marquan 
  Mansa 
  Willy 
  Cory 
  Shawn 
  Carlton 
  Matthew 
  Byron 
  Brandon 
  Antoine 
  Deandre 
  Roderick 
  Robert 
  Bryce 
  Jamal 
  Jonathan 
  Amsey 
  Matthew 
  Rennie 
  Kasey 
  Wilson 
  Nicholas 
  Kenneth 
  Michael 
  Kyle 
  Phillip 
  Ben 
  Chris 
  Tarik 
  Matt  
  Ricky 
  Coty 
  Tyler 
  Spencer 
  Caleb 
  Matt 
  Darrell 
  David 
  CJ 
  Rendrick 
  Brandon 
  Brandon 
  Andrew 
  Michael 
  Landon 
  Ronald 
  Conner 
  Jonathan 
  John 






10. Select the greatest sources of pressure you most feel in your college 
experience. Choose all that apply. 
  Academic advisor expectations 
  Academic responsibilities 
  Athletic responsibilities 
  Blending in with the general public in social settings 
  Blending in with the general student body in academic settings 
  Coaches' expectations 
  Dealing with negative attitudes of professors about football student-athletes 
  Dealing with negative attitudes of students about football student-athletes 
  Dealing with social expectations that run counter to personal beliefs or team rules 
  Fan attention 
  Friends' expectations 
  Media attention 
  Personal expectations 
  Representing the entire football program at all times 
  Social expectations to drink alcohol 
  Social expectations to use drugs 
  Peoples’ (outside of the football program) motivations for interacting with me 
  Trying to manage your time 
  
11. What personal goals or accomplishments do you most want to achieve in 
college? Choose all that apply. 
  Be a contributor to the football team 
  Be a part of something bigger than myself 
  Be a starter on the football team 
  Build relationships to help with career success 
  Develop as a person 
  Develop as an athlete 
  Develop job skills 
  Experience winning football 
  Influence others 
  Receive conference recognition for academic performance 
  Receive national recognition for academic performance 








12. What tasks do you do that significantly affect your academic performance? 
Choose all that apply.  
  Attend class 
  Complete your assignments 
  Develop and use a schedule to stay on top of academic work 
  Develop relationships with classmates 
  Develop relationships with professors 
  Give effort in class 
  Meet with tutors 
  Meet with Vickery Hall advisors 
  Prioritize academic, athletic, and social activities 
  Seek help when you need it 
  Study 
  Use the library 
  Work with learning specialists 
 
13. In what locations do you typically engage in academic work? Choose all that 
apply.  
  Advisor's office 
  Another student's dorm room or apartment 
  Class 
  My dorm room or apartment 
  Learning specialist's office 
  Library 
  Quiet room in Vickery 
  Study hall room in Vickery 






14. Which resources in the list below do you regularly use to complete academic 
work? Choose all that apply.  
  Advisors 
  Calculator 
  CCIT 
  Classmates 
  Faculty 
  Internet 
  Laptop 
  Learning specialist 
  Library 
  Online catalog 
  Planner 
  Roommate 
  Strategic tutors 
  Study guides 
  Text books 
  Tutors 
 
15. How familiar are you with the following [types of knowledge]? Rate from 1 to 
4, with 1 being “not at all” familiar, 2 being “a little bit” familiar, 3 being “a good 
bit” familiar, and 4 being “very much” familiar. 
A. How the Cat Bus system works 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
B. How to act in a classroom setting 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
C. How to manage your time 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
D. How to talk with professors 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
E. How to use Blackboard 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
F. How to use SIS 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
G. How to use webmail 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
H. It's important to check e-mail regularly 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 






I. What major to choose 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
J. What the E-portfolio criteria is 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
K. When to contact professors 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
L. The location of classes 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
                                                                    1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
M. Parking rules and regulations 
                                                          Not at All                         A Little Bit                         A Good Bit                         Very Much 
1                                        2                                          3                                          4 
 
 
16. To what extent do you agree with the following statements?  
A. A Clemson education will prepare you for the future. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
B. Academic success at Clemson requires hard work. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
C. Academic success is important to those in the Clemson Football program. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
D. Academic work at Clemson is challenging. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
E. Clemson is a highly respected academic institution. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                             
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
F. Clemson professors are passionate about their subject. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
G. Clemson professors are willing to help students. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
H. My athletic performance is related to my academic performance. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
I. Student-athletes have less time to engage in academic work than do regular students. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                             
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
J. My family has encouraged my athletic performance more than my academic performance. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                              
K. I am glad I made the decision to come to Clemson. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
L. My academic major consists of students and professors whom I relate to like I relate to my teammates and coaches. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                              
M. If I did not play football, I would have selected a different academic major. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              





N. If I did not play football, I would spend more time on my academic work. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                              
O. I can relate to the culture of non-football students at Clemson University. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
P. Racial prejudice exists on the Clemson University campus. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
Q. I am capable of attaining a higher GPA than most students at Clemson. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
 
R. I am capable of attaining a higher GPA than most of my teammates. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
S. I perform better academically in the off-season than I do during the season. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              
                  1                                            2                                                       3                                                         4                                             5                                               
T. I work hard to achieve the highest GPA I can. 
    Strongly Disagree                      Disagree                               Somewhat Disagree                         Somewhat Agree                         Agree                              







Appendix D  
 
IRB Notice of Approval 
 
Dear Dr. Marion and Kyle, 
 
The Chair of the Clemson University Institutional Review Board (IRB) validated the 
protocol identified above using Exempt review procedures and a determination was made 
on July 31, 2009, that the proposed activities involving human participants qualify as 
Exempt from continuing review under Category B1, based on the Federal Regulations 
(45 CFR 46).  You may begin this study. 
 
Please remember that no change in this research protocol can be initiated without prior 
review by the IRB.  Any unanticipated problems involving risks to subjects, 
complications, and/or any adverse events must be reported to the Office of Research 
Compliance (ORC) immediately.  You are requested to notify the ORC when your study 
is completed or terminated.  Please review the Responsibilities of Principal Investigators 
(available at http://media.clemson.edu/research/compliance/irb/pi-responsibilities.doc) 
and the Responsibilities of Research Team Members (available at 
http://media.clemson.edu/research/compliance/irb/research-team-responsibilities.doc) and 
be sure these documents are distributed to all appropriate parties. 
 
Good luck with your study and please feel free to contact us if you have any questions.  






Rebecca L. Alley, J.D. 
IRB Coordinator 
Office of Research Compliance 
Clemson University 
223 Brackett Hall 
Clemson, SC  29634-5704 
ralley@clemson.edu  
Office Phone:  864-656-0636 
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